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In iT naw f^iriiius rfiri^irk, Marji^^ret Ttiatchcr 
nt>lud lhal "ihere is im such thing as sJ.K“ii?lyH there 
are individual men and women and there are 
families " Thatcher's eBsion of society, or more to 
the point, the Stale, in favtjur of autonomous indi- 
viduals and fatnilies reflects in a v ery precise way 
the function of the Family as an idetdogy and an 
institution within p^st-industrial nations. The 
Family serv'es at once to embody the State and to 
make it invisible. 

The relatitm between Family ide^iU>gy, nation- 
htKxJ, and Slate cohesion was now'hert* more visi- 
ble than in Canada's failed constitutional accord. 
Marketed solely on the basis t>f social unity and 
national identity, the accord ivas couched in the 
most matrimonial of campaigns:”Say Ves to 
Canada." The attempt to ww the different pt^pii* 
lations of Canada w'as dime vs^itht>ut recourse to 
those p^Bitica! and economic ^details' that would 
define the union. The idetdogy of the Family and 
of the Nation are, in effect, one and the same: sep- 
arating social /economic cohesion fre^m Slate piili- 
lics, transforming nation into cultural identity^ 
and Sfvial union into a private affair ot the heart. 

The L.S presidential campaign relieii on simi- 
lar if not more blatant strategies- Here, the dys- 
functional family — an invcKatitm that demon- 
strates the very instrumental nature of the (ami- 
Iv — was the omiI cjf all evil ( including MNrpipy 
Brmrti and 'Hit' SwFJ|iSiTPJs). The broken home {the 


welfare family^ that is, single mirthers) is held 
responsible for a deleritjraling si>cial fabric, for 
the escalation in violent crimes, and in a curicius 
inversion, for the ectmumic crisis. !kith the 
Republicans and the DemtKrals prcmiised to 
'rebuild' the Family (i,e. the American Dream) by 
bringing Dad back into the picture. Indt'cnJ, the 
Clintons were the TV family ^mr fXceUe five. And 
though Bill had 'strayed', he w as secure in his 
new^ found family image, an image ivhich recalled 
the original T\^ family, the Kennedys, 

Yet the mvlhology of the Family wnihin capital- 
ist culture has always relied on the absence of the 
father — lest W'e fvirget that image of Images: 
Madonna and child "IFiather wasabsenT, 

Jtidilh Williamson underlines, "long before he 
had to hold the camera/' (Consuming Passions 
I London: Marion tkwars, 1MH8: 1 77U The repre- 
sentation of the Family has always served to mask 
the prticesses of pnxiuction, whether this be the 
patriarchal design or women's lalxuir within it- 
The idealized representation of the Family unit as 
w^hite, middle class, and completely autonomous 
has s 4 *rv'Ld to link family and stale in an ideologi- 
cal embrace; one that enforces the I^iw^ of the 
(.ihvays abscMU ) Father, assuring heterosexuality 
{i.e. prvKreation and woman's place), regulating 
Ii 4 ,>sure lime (mtislly Ihnnigh T\‘T, and hjstering 
the idet:^logy of consumption. Like the dysfimc* 
lional family, the 'nuclear' family reflects the 
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instmmcnLili/Hihon of stKuil reLilions; it roftect^i 
\\w iv^iy differL^itce is n..\tturkL-d, vvhik'Hi'd *inii 
clost*d in on ilsolf — iilomi/iition crts^kii and 

sustdiiiL-d through Ciipital. Most irrucylly, thL' 
of thi' miclctir fn^Tnily. olw.iy^ linked lo 
n?prtxluctive Ui:hnotoj;it=^ (the home camera, 
whether still, film, or vidtij) precisely to sustain 
itM’lf^ reflLsrts an ideoks^ical configuration that is 
imperv ious to change. 

it is rust surprising^ given the movement of 
global capitals I hat the Family has emerged as 
the choke signifier k^r unity and as a container 
for differencuH dissent, and violence, always reg- 
ulatLxl to the private disompowered sphere of 
women and their children. This issue of 
Cineaclion is dedicated kj investigating the com- 
plex representaliutms of the F-amily. and the 
intricate relations (psychoarudylic and economic) 
within familit's as these have appeared in main- 
stream and oppcisilional mtxJia. The Family dor 
us, extends far beyond the confines of the private 
sphere' — in fact, the family has managed to pri- 
vatize the domestic sphere. The essays gathered 
here expli^re not only how^ this Farnily has func- 
tiontd through represen tat it>nH but alst> how its 
alternatives have t>een imaged. They investigate 
a frame that has made itself invisible, 
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WAR, MEMORY AND THE FAMILY 




[ could identify B-29 
bombers before I could 
identify automobiles, 

I can still instantly recoRnize 
thfir rx>undL*d shap*t* and 
glassy noses, bomb bay dcxns 
opening to rain fire on ]apan. 
Sitting in the family room in 
the house in Portland Oregon, 
watching war movies with 
Dad, I learned how the 
bombardier found his target, 
what the bombs k’«>ked like 
eKploding on the ground, how 
the pilot found his way back to 
the aircraft carrier Bombers 
were often named after 
women, wives and sweet- 
hearts; Dad's B-2'# had the title 


of a ptipular Korean war song 
"Always in Love with Amy" 
painted on the side and teeth 
painted under the windows on 
the nt>se, Amy is my mtither 


i'hr 

TU^ Belly Crdble 
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In tsur fjmitVd wvir w.is aliv.iys Wtsrld VViir Twi\ «ind VV^^rlJ 
War Twii was .il^vay:^ the Pacific Tht^atre; the war in Fiirepe 
seemed tii have ihe intensily oi the r^aeific war, 
despite The ellerls ot D-IX^y narraii^e^i. The Pacihe war, 
although long past, was alive; the aircrafi carriers, the 
tK>nitiing raids, Ihe kamika/e pallets screaming into the 
flanit“s. My Air Fierce and Na\y retati^es all lough I in the 
Pacitic, and Ann w siold remind tisover and over again ihai 
the Oregt>n av^st had btvn shellt\i. himily inemorii‘> were 
remar kid and ri’calkd hy ihe nimie images i^n lelevisiim: 
gianl, swiatv taees tilling the screen, planes being shot 
dow n, crisp Navy tinilorms, Unlies blown to hits amidst 
clouds id smoke, in tense man -to- man encounters whiTc 
everything seeminJ lo be at slake. The tmly lapant^se laces 
art^the LamlLi/e pilots. 

VVe w ould sil side hv siiSe and w atch war movit^ and my 
talher vvinjld bnnKl, iKcasumally turning lo me and saying 
in an expressionless voice, 'iX'hbie, ihis is war." This was 
family lime; Ainv w-outd choke up over Pearl Harlx^r and 
my dad iviTUki lienigrate her emotion, her trembling voice; 
he had seen the rtv^l thing, and passed alimg the ei|.xrience 
lo us through ihe movit's. Unlike my mother, he managetl 
to flatten the emotion out ol his w ar voice. We understiHxl 
that my mother was being childish in assuming that the war 
had any meaning tor her ^xTsonalty, particiiiarly in so tar as 
she was the one who demonslrati'd emotion. My mother's 
war, w ith her lather m crmstant danger on the airiTatt carri- 
er, the women ot the family huddling around the radio, the 
line Ilf eyebriHV pencil im the back of the leg, had b> the 
and htb come to of little interi'sl or impi>rtanLe. ¥.\ vn her 
name on the 1^-2^ gave her no right to the war. It was not 
the real thing, which was machines and petsple getting 
killiHJ 

Images from World War T^^oare burned tnti> my brain 
and kHnrnd up with my si^-iise of iIh- lamily, tir at least lA my 
family; the men gii ott to fight, ci^me home and have a fuiTkl 
lime aJjusling In the demands ot everyday life. My dad 
enlisU'J towards the end of World War Two, and mostly 
droppe^t bombs on Korea, hut il is the World War Two 
imagi^s lhat defini'd ar in ihiw pre-MASI I days. It I'l asn'l 
just that peaci'limi' life l.ickid intensity^ it was that the expe- 
riences ijf wMr iielin<.xi jHMcelime, and pcvicetime \^as mea- 
suriM against ar: it as in w^ar thtlt you fqua male) learni-d 
what wMs important, mattereef, and it svire as hell 

wasn^l tamiLv lile or cutting era bgrass. This came through in 
Ihi' movies^, I't here the rigors of comtvLl si'emtsi to pre-empt 
concerns xvitb protocol; thi^ rend action xvas in ihi* encoun- 
ters xvilb id her men that determinevi it one xxnuld live or 
die. Mv lather WnisnT pariiLulartv happy w'ith his life in 
Portland tor, I think, a range nt reasons, hut il was always 
possible to ciKi\ him into goxxl humour by tiui-stioning him 
about the xvar. Question and answ^er liHik the form ot a 
recital of pro^x-r na im-s — Bataan, Corrc^idor, Guadalcanal 
— that was Iramed and ill list ratid hy movii“s with sinidar 
lilies. War moxies xvere the tenuous glue that held us 
together. Kraust^ they were something lo talk about, and 
something thbil tor reasons I m-ver understood wixuld 
soothe my lather We could ciinntvt with my father fhrmigh 
his experience in the Pacific, or ralher his imuiginary exjxm- 


ence in the Pacilic (as the substitute tor Korea), and we 
couki imagine ourseK t's to K" id one mind as we wati hexi 
mlentty, reliving the experience at the centn^ot the home. 

But how do xxar movies construct and regulate the 
American nuclensr tamity? For a white family such as ixurs, 
there wms an immediacy to tlie iinagtsi in the films bcxausi.* 
the actors IcKikiM and talked like men we knew . How i viT 
obllLiuely In a ix ar context, the v alues ol thi^ American w ay 
as artsculattxl through the expi^nence of men at war were 
aildresscd more or less ihrtx'tty to U'^, through aclors such as 
Spencer Tracy in TJrfr/y Scriunfs Qrcr Tiityn IIU44T As 
AlthusstT xvould have il, we ^mislrc'cogniatxi oxirsidxes in 
the movies, and, for us. the nioi ies remfnrceci the notiim 
that the American storv is a w hite story and ihai had 
behaviour among well brought up while men is an alxrra- 
tion. Index'd, the bad bt^haviour itself often had a didactic 
function; in fsnxds i*( hiv lima tlM4M) the harshness ol k»hn 
Way mV s sergeant character Is ius.’tssarv to discipline the 
men and prepare them for combat. As (xvhite) wonwii 
watching these mo vies, wx^ learned to I rust the men in 
cliarge, w'htch is to say the officers. 

The movies provided lessons in deporinunt for the 
while middle class: Navy uniforms. buddU^s helping bud- 
dies, officers acting responsibly all function to inform us 
that the American project has a |Hsint. that it is being con- 
duckd projXThv that while guv" can xvork tixgether to s<ix e 
the xx'orld. It was > oung xvhite men w ho di"»playixl lumour 
and |\5lriiil ic courage in the stories of the mox ii^s; and the 
movies also conlaiiud caulionarv lali^s of those' w'ho have 
faikxt to bc'haxe honourably, articulatixi in sulSi a xvav that 
iie\er pul the system itst'lt into i 3 ut*^tion We all know that 
white mali' homrur has bix'n something ol a lictixm, lo s<iy 
the SevTst, bxif tlu" xxar mixvies tuncliLmed ics preserve and 
maintain this mvth, ix hii ii in turn si'ri'ixl to stand Eiir the 
American Way itsc'B The war narrative^ didn't nixsj actuaT 
Iv tix shoxx' contentixi middle class familit's back in Ihe USA 
fa 1 though si>me Jidi, ihest' xvere referred lo through the 
agimda x»f Workl War I xvo itsi'lt to pri-^^-rii i' LlenioL riit\'.' 

Six the XX a r bex ame not only a male story ixvIiU h nieans 
that my nwitlier's experience had to be bi'liltlLxi. and her 
complicities elidi'if). it xvas pri'sented as a whiti- storVi 
which meant that other exjHTiences of the war fi.iJ lo 
excludid Kxcept m rare tnslanct*s, Wixrld V^'ar Txx o rnox 
Jo not shoxx' brown and black taces: an exception, Tlu' Im 
Him'" Slery, xxhich teiituri”^ Tony T urti^ playing the Naxafo 
marine at Ixvo lima, prL^mts I la Vi's' xvartime exfH'rii-iicv as 
a jLKMcelime tragexix’. Certainly the xvar m the IVicstii kirexv 
tijxxn and manilestixi long- stand mg anti- Asian prejuxheL^s, 
xvhich in turn intormexl Korea and \aeinam. and made it 
possible ftxr my father and me to subsunie Korea under 
W'lKrld V\ar Two heroics. Films a Knit the F.urofX'an xx^srafe 
tilkxi xvith Nazis, and tlie rejx'tition of evil t German officers 
in SS unitorms has renderexl Na/i tii rmany lamiliar, if 
ambixalent, territory tin more xxays than one, |HThaps. nis 
the AlhtsJ governments had imlialty Kvn quite sympathx'lic 
tis fascism; witni'ss the Spanish cix'il war). Wi- are all able to 
do fake German accents £ve halt x ays.. .1 In |he Pgieific xvar 
stories, the lapanese are malevolent but gx'neralii/exl, ami 
niuc h h'ss ol a known taL lixr, xvhich niakis it pissible for the 
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riiUTiitiv't^ tn tiK'iifi fin Anii-rk%iiis with Americjns. 

Wh.it IS thi^* lesssiii t>| ihv TriCific movic^i? Th^il the 
AmiTiCLiti prijjttt t'EVn hk* iLmivi-rsali/L'd, lh.3t i^ieryvint^ Kas 
J hf tfigt'nd.i, ni.iki^ thv nst ot thi’ wnirld f.i miliar^ 

ivhich IS ti’i sjy. ti> nukt- it pdf! iif Ami^ric.in temlnry^ tii 
brinj/; it undi'r Ami'rit Ein pun * yndvr tht* JirtHriiEm 

Hui vvdr til ms iilwi reinforct* the miiioii |hd! is is net- 
t-Hsdry hir mi’n tt> the t.iiiiHv dnJ ^ti elsewhere !o 

heeume men Ci%'hifh viiii .iImi m 'cminterculturLi]' films 
like Riiii-t iiEithitig h.ippt‘ns in I he himilyh red] 

tite Likis p1iKv EHitside the hsmie 

The re.il slory Amerie.i, Lin erJinf; Iep the nuivies, wj.s a 
sh>r\' uf ^vhite ni.ili* henmir itselt and pl.iy- 

\n^ itsiMf mji ill a iv.iy ihd! was displflced truni AmeriEran 
terrilury pre|H'r Why was this dis]<Katii>n tr^im AmeriCiin 
tefri!<.>ry^ net'essiin ? I\itriutie ^.imtr^ nf hiniEiiir hd\‘t' allsMvs 


Saiii75 o/ tusi jfiiffti, All^n Dwaii, 


been pl.iyeti i>ul EhruLi^h the i onqiii'sE Eit territurv'H thmu^h 
the msiviiij^ EiiiEw-ird, mi I side uf syiatisit eunfinenients. .iiiiJ 
utitside i>t the homily In these films, the Eamily is eenslruet- 
i\i qis h 1 siEe ef m.ile eoniinemenE, and the rE^anlie siihpltits 
genemlly eonie up as .1 cetiiflict K^ive^-ii we invert, hIw stand 
fur ihe familial, and patriolie duty VVhite men enns!ruL"t 
Ehenist^lvi^ as such thruiigh their relatiEsns with ihe sl.ite, 
and thniugh hvinf^ mil fantasies t>f yanih'si l>siliny. In this 
w'ay Werld War Twii fne\ ies link uii vvitli Weslems, and is 
tire reastvn hihn Wayrie teas ptipiiLir hnlh as an Indian 
fighter and a World War Tw'u stildier. World War Two has 
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Kvn pri"st‘ntt\i hoiKiurable war becau^ of the 
nature of the enemy and a Rfeai deal of efftirt has been 
spent in ensuring the enemy appears as dif ferent as pits^ible 
from the Allied forces. And bomber pilots in the Pacific 
could be ]^lamor3/:ed to a greater extent than infantry 
because I he 'fly-boys' never had to get their hands dirty, 
which is to say, they never had to see whal was happening 
on the ground. The smart leather jackets and white silk 
scarves reinforced theahslocratic nature of their endeavour. 

Of course' I wanted to bt* a bomber pilo4, but there was 
the slight pri>blem of gender which w^e ail piilitely ignon?d 
in ihe family seltingH at least at that time. The crisply 
dressed Navy nurses never had the same stylishness of the 
Ieather-iackett?d pilots, and the role of the cither women in 
the movies (often prwtitutes encountered during 'rJficr/ I 
realize now I w^as ne%'er clear The women In the films never 
seemed real, and I think it Ls no accident that, although bat- 
tle images remain vivid in my mind, I cannot recall 
romances, although thest' were pnwnt in many of the films. 
Films such as 8a/ffc Cry and The 

fighting Seehees all a^mbined love and w^ar, but the 

love sti^ries scvmed to have little lo do with the real action 
of the narratives. The b-girls were a Si.>urce of ambivalence: J 
it'membtT phi^ttigraphs my dad in Japanese geisha hous- 
eSr and when Amy liM^ked at these her mouth tightened, 
Later on in pre-adolesccnce I became obsessed with 
American w'ar atrocities, especially Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki, and this fascination had as much to do with com^ 
ing into gender as w'ith a reci>gnition that something w'as 
wrong with the story that we were seeing in the w^ar 
movies. 

Mi>vii"s fcfed into memory': Amy tells me that men her 
generation ci.>ntinue to talk ci^nstantly of the glory days of 
Ihe w^atr alth^n4gh I w'onder if the w'ay they talk amongst 
themselves is different from the way they talk wlien women 
are pn^sont. Il was a time w'ithout wt>men, w'ith^mt family, a 
time in their lives that sei^med exciting and meaningful. 
Amv savs that it was impiwsible for these men tt> generate 
interest in their lives on their owm, so the war had to come 
along to give them something to talk about. When that 
failed r they began to make up stories. I think it is not sur- 
prising that t^d bi^n to embellish his w'ar experience to 
make the events of war even more personal. Some of the 
embellishments w'ere hiKarfe: my father sc^lemnly told me 
that he had jumped over the Clreat W^all of China chasing 
the lapam^^ inlo Manchuria, and he showed me a piece of 
the wall to pmve it- 

The mo\'tes structunxl memory ^ untile for wme, menvory' 
became impossible. After World War Two, my grandfather 
used to set up the projector in the living rtnim and run 
fotnage of fhe sea battles he Wnis in. How was it px^ible for 
him to relive these memories? The da tiering, blasting, 
whistling rniises, the ci>nfusion and the dying w'ere all real, 
yet it was all occurring on film in a darkened living room in 
Tacoma, Washington^ Years later, my grandfather, haunted 
by the spin Is of the dead, began lo have nightmares about 
the war, and it bi.X’ame impressible for him to watch mtivies 
that had anything to do with World War Two, or indeed 
with any war. And my grandm^rther had always whispered 


that Ihe war had Iransfoirncd his pt^rstinaliiy. 

Lak'r, when I bt^g^iin to evateb Japantsa.' tilnis ahsiiii the 
war, ihe images schemed the same as in American movit^, 
despite the fact that these films were often evpiicilly anti- 
w'ar; the faces and uniforn^s were merely iransposisJ. St^me 
differences in protocol ivere noticeable, un instance, in 
Kohayashi's The iiummt Cimtiithu the Japanese 

officiTs seemtxi to shout more at the men than in American 
films, but in Ichikawa's Tires mi ihe (1454), ii w as now 
Japanese soldiers who sweattsf and grimacid and triid to 
survive in the Phillipine land sea jH.', men interacting with 
men in desperate wartime conditions. 

LTiffervnees and similarities exist belwi'en World War 
Two movies and Vietnam movies, and the re havt' btvn 
efforts to infuse some of the la Her with fhe heroism ot the 
former, but it didn't take> despite John Wayne in Crccpi 
(SfTCffS (1^:^). CeTtainly in the familial sphere, Vietnam w'as 
tcKi divisive. I do remember my lather inUTrming me in low 
tones that he had heard of pvupte like the Kurtz character in 
A^iucfl/yjTJSi’ No[i% althimgh he hadn't personally met the type. 
By Vietnam, it was taktm for granted ttuit many i>f Ihe mili- 
tary^ fVpv^ were psychi.>Sr w'ht^rt^as in World War T\vt> and 
Korea this was elided and disciisst'd in whispers. There 
secerns to be an attempt on the part tsf the w'ar image indus- 
try to recover the family in the Culf vvar^ w'ith shirit's of 
family scenes and iragi^Jies paying again and again on our 
lelevision screens as a substitute for tx^mbal (ooiage. 
Whereas in Wii^rld War Twi> films the war elidtd Ihe lamily, 
lodAy the display of the familv conceals and glamorizi*s the 
nature of the American projtvl. 

We've alis'ays known w'ar is a manS gamex M least the 
way war is presen ksJ in mainstream American cmemii. The 
names of my mother and other w'tsmen pamtiSul t^n B-2^s 
w^ere meant to suggi'si ihai ihe war wms being ti^ught for 
them, in their namt's, as il were. The nn-n refernd to w'omen 
back home and the wmf narratives wmelimt's relerted to 
Stalt^ide families^ but m a way that reinfi>rctSLi I heir dis- 
pLsrCt'ment irom the warlinu- expt'rience: wi>men function as 
a pretext tor men's business. I askixi Amy how she tell hav- 
ing her naiTbi' on the side iif a and she lokl me that, 

at the time, she was pleastsd and naElertx.1 at the rextignition, 
It was like being a pin-up girl, or the image of Rita 
HaywH^rth decorating Ihe Kimb tliat deva stall'd Nagasaki. 
Amy spoke of visiting my grandfather's 4iircrafl carrier 
when she was sixtixm and ha\ ing men whistle at her, 
and again, felt no ambivalence, which, in way, is as il 
should K’ as il had nothing to do w ith her at all. 

And, of course, the end of the sU^ry is prcxlictable: Dad 
was not always in love with Amy, and over the years 
became more and more angry and unhappy until Amy 
finally divorctxJ him and kx.>k us north. The pi>st'War dream 
of the white middle class could not suslaitH.sJ alter the 
fi flit's; and llw accumubtion of ginsds could ne\ er be as sat- 
isfying as riding annind in B-2Us bkiwing pet^ple up 

As for me. the imagi*^ remain. Crsjssing by ferry to the 
Tt>ronlo Islands a small plane tlew low alnne us. My firsl 
reaction was to want lo seize an anli-airtTaft gun and bk>w 
it oil I ol Ihe sky. And when Midniiy (W7h) came on late- 
night TV recentlv', I w^ish I coiuld sav I didn't watch It av^idly. 
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h If k i r s t t H L m i k o XS c A ! i i s t e r 

Tho nation, Benedict Andet^m stales is an politkal com- 

munity," He argues that it is diarnetrically tipposed to the amiai 
re^inw in thal^ "-..regardless ot the actual inetjuality and exploitation 
that may prevail... the nation is ahvavs coi’iceixcnj as a divp horizon- 
tal conriradeship/''* But as the paradox of America's melting pit ide- 
ology demonstrates, the represen tali on of ihis 'deep hori/ontal com- 
radeship' has its cracks. Certain racially defined groups are repre- 
sented as lump that refuse to melt down. In particular, despite the 
fact that there have btvn over four generations of Asian Americans 
in the United Slates, they remain essenliallv Asu>fi in HollvwtKid. So, 
for example, in mainstream films, rather than seeing the contempi- 
rary Asian American family living in suburbia with their station 
wagon and daily dose of T\, we enctmnter the ruthless Hoitg Kong 
gang member, the loyal self-sacrificing servant and the deadly 
Oriental orchid, to mention only a few of the common caricatures. 




Thv Jrtct I hilt wmk is L‘\pi‘ndi\l tii FirUi t^lv irn,i^- 

ir\v Ihvfn .is A.^nm mthor lliLin AmtTic*in suj^fsls th^i( 
cam-jEuies .ire msin^ ih.in jtJht cr.icb. in thv divp hon/ontLil 
cemr.idi.>hip.’ This ivil] ih.il Bhe ptvrlr.iv^d vl 

p^HJpk* of Asiirin dt^ci?nl as r.'iSi-Fjfjjj/Jv ^ituafes I hem 

^ymbtTlur.illy outside ihe ''ima^mi^ piliiic.il ciimirmnilv" oi 
!hu UnittsJ I'ut aunt her ivniy. I will iirj^ue th.il ihe 

cracks are iiilegrHit la America's sfmcturat dt^si^vn: the cul 
lural coiiNtniction of raci.il difference is key to ifie con^truc- 
Iton <if the American nalion. 

Underlym)^ my e^aminiitton is the concept of (he Other’ 
based on I he iviirk of Fran/ Fantsn, A1 Kt( Mem m i. I dic.ird 
Said and UUer developed by Homi Bb.ibha and Ash is 
Xandy.^ This concept is Kvaus*' it iiffers an aiiidvsjs 

that goes beyond naive realism, ot simply identifying 
stereotypes as 'gosKl' or 'bad ' If sifiiales signification in the 
Lonte>it uf relations of domination. Within this ihi'tTrelical 
frameivork, it is mil only argmd that the subjiigHll^vl are sig- 
nifii.M in negalive terms but as tvdt in binary oppsisilion tii 
I heir subjugators. Fiir evample, if the sub^gators are ralio- 
naL ihi.'^n the sobjugatcM are irrational; if the subfugators are 
ht>nesl, the subfugated are dishinHSit and so ini. In addition, 
the subjugated are reprt^mteil as dt^sirable and dangerous 
— a threat tliaf net^fs to be' contained or deslroytd.^ Thus 
nt5t only do the subjugattsrs construct their sup rkir' identi- 
ty triim this semiotic relationship, hut as ivelT it w^irks to 
justify their dEmii nation of the subjugattd. 

This article ill hicus in particular on iht manner in 
which fieople tif Japanese and Chinese des4'i-nt are imag- 
intd /imaged as t>!her in matnsiream AmeriCntn cinema. 
Much gn^und work is netdtvl to develtip an analysis of the 
construction <it the .^■^fapi in cinema As Richard Hung sug- 
gests,’* mtisl thts.iri/alions tif '“r.ice'^ are based on African 
American and Black Brilish expcTiencL's.^ Tiie thisFri/atitm 
of the Other is als^.> developed for a s^Hx'ilic content: ct>Lo- 
ni/ation- In t>rder tti understand how the Asian is Other to 
Arm^nca, it is ntsec^ssary' to refer to the historical and ^Hilitical 
specificities of their evptTiences such as their r^iations tii the 
U.S. stale; relations with other minority' groups; interna- 
tional relations bc‘hveen China, |ap%in and the U.S.: histi^nes 
til immigration, labour and com mu nit v devehipment; 
events such as the inlernment of Japan^s^’ Americans, the 
tKimbmg tif (Varl H3arl»of, the bsiinbing tsf I limshima and 
the massacTit^ at Ti ana men Squa^t^ VVithtiul reference lo his- 
torical and ptilitical specificity, a sc^miotic analvsis is in dan- 
ger of reducing all rc^pn-stmt.itions iif "race ' lii a simple sel 
of binary opposiliotis. I.eft out wvjuld be tht' fact that ideti- 
logical wiirk is retiuired to maintain this binary' oppsisilion. 
While attempting to cast history in its own mold in order 
to remain credible, dominant culture most draw from actual 
events and siruggle to contain its own amtradictitms This 
article is an effort towards filling out the spt^cificities Cff 
Amenca's imaginings. 

O U T ^ I II F A M F H I C 

In flollywtmd cinema, CirfFiiifurefr is repri'sentisf as a cv^t 
of/ from the old ciiunlry' that ihreatens (o i:rik\i .American 
ideals. As such it is placed outside of history and outside of 
America- Et is outside of history, specifically Mixiem nt^tions 


of history as pnigress, because it is rvprt'si'nted as unchang- 
ing. Whereas America's 'Founding J-athers' were deter- 
mined lo start a new natiem and forge a new' history fw 
from the corruption and superstitions of old Europe, the 
inhabitants of C^jp/riikiteFi still bow to "one thousand years" 
ot beliefs and traditions, retaining their connections to 
ancii^l regimes turn tin* old country 

CArowfuiePl is imaginid as outside of America because it is 
.1 w'orld unto itself^ Eiutside tbe reach dL and tndiTiphi^able 
to. American law. It is nikd by tear, ihreats and brtite force; 
ancient family ties and loyally to clans pfetiominate. In TTir 
lf/ /Ire firagiwr (Michael Cimini^, ] SInfuiJ4fu^fi iji Lifffr 
(Mark Lester, 14*:* If, (Roman Polanski, 

t474) and Cirim far/ (Abel Feirara, Chimkm^ft is I he 

site of virulent violence. The w”bite police investigating this 
bi/arre brand of brutality often suspect that the accompany- 
ing ritualistic signs indicate a larger scfn^me, but their signi- 
tication eludes them. CiiiFniloitnf represents not just the 
ihreat tif the A-Ojifi as I he unkflimm (Ttber, but the ilk^ic and 
ctirrupliiin ol old regimes against which America w'as 
t<,>untlekl: the snake in The Cjarden. 

Viiilence in often takes a special fornix ancient 

t HH-ph-diL ^ CeJ^rrtfwmlwSi.- *^rfIfvFjnFr?^ tm tlv l.lri^rff and 

S^siiiiiiif i,tf \'iiJ'N5rMJ|4.rfl. Vurk' VrrMi'. p ]5-lfc-. Arid!i*tr>iin 

kTr>;ife^ l^ler m his th.il while nal ik^nal i s^tn i& mrt vio^pt iriiim 

ils in "...cUincS' to liiviinily among rulers and In 
lilue’ VT Ktiiiv' hUhul .iiHl Iwis-ilmg' among anMisTJiiics . " iMit in the 
fi.itiLin. Siv p. J. Is- 117. 

2 Fran/ FaniTfi. ft^i^i t .SA.rFf WAirtif Mil^4s, New Vt»rk Crnve Pr«s. 

I '^'^2 / nH. .Alivrt Memmc Tur CstJ 4 ‘'iTf ar aiT^f tAr NVw York: Thtf 

CFUiKn Eidward Sdid. CFfFTTrJjifr^ifi, Niw York: Vinlaf^ 

IksikK. i:4>*: llnmi K. Htubh/. THi- Oth* r Qwi*s|inn," Si riTfl, V 24. •!>, 
l^.L Ashis \jrhJv, rV JN/rmurf/ liurjuty. Srf^ tJUs^rr 

C-ofoiHw/i^rir. IX^Ihi. Otftprd L'iiiiLn%itv Frvs^, 1 iWj], 

.1 Lmpl iisl. I hi^ thmfv dra ws f mm pi<vdHsiiulv>is 

■t SiS- tiivtiMifd Fung. *'khdliiidlijraltsTn k;iLVonShJdi.Yi.sJ" Ln Yd^fni' f'err/ 

K/u 'rr-rdooif Crf \'arhnuvi*T; tin fchi" Fdgi*. IVWl>. p. S7-|'#. 

T IW ecampk’. rrom BritainS. Cullur.il Sludu-s Sch^HsI al BiOTUntihain 
L nnersity, ttHTiM> Taiil C.ilroy'^ KhA, TTrtC Afn'I l^!A.k pft F*ir UumpH 

E /London. Hialrhin^rtFin, lstH7j m tl^e t4HH, V 4, issue tif Ss'rmi tin 

’"f.iE'i*." ■Nrvi'ni ljI (he vieiert articles Eixu’^ nn I he repTf^cntalinn ot 
.^Fiitiin .-S rrx'rm anv .irnf HLu k Hnti'^h with onlv ojn." iin liie h*pn.Nrtmla- 
OoFioi Avi,iin Hriti"-h: ln»m tin* L'nitfd SlaU-r^ I tk-n- istht- widHv appnvi- 
iUi'iil w oi betl hisvk^' wsirk ItJCf. Grpriifi". JtUir 

t. uftwM* IWjIrt H, fEminlo tk^twtT-n ibt* 1 ifv^. 1'a»iil^ Mv pcninl 

1 % mit th.it W4nk Ein repn.-*tentdliun has b»’eri in any way 

■ni.\rgm.i]oiHi ‘ R,itFiT. il iKiit A^i^^ln C^iiud uns >- Anierk'a.nh. ha vi* a li^t 
id hing. pTixIuking and lhei»ri/ing tn di Mn HErdEt tn dL^'n-kEp a 

■^miilii r iinii I v^is 

th liiFTH'v K\ t aoit [i^hn | Quirk. 'TliE* Mvllur^ iP| the Fli^trnnH 
Hei'eliJluin ” Tlrr Artfirruiin Siholaf. V lu. *1. Spring 1^70, Ptcmald 

l.ik.ikk, t ayfS. rr| ihe CmlHrv Amrrjiw. bt^tlle: 

tniterMlv vt Wki^shin^Um (Yxs^s. 14*74 /Nl). p 22.1-Z27. p. 3-15. Al*o it w 
inicR'Mio^ In ■^fxvuljk' tuiw' a Cninadian reading ot the A^ianN awims - 
Imn Ufc hi’^ .- her h4»rTK“Lind mighi J Liter I mm an A rrh^rh an rioading, 
eullv in the Lontett ol Arlhur kreikk-r'% arUcle. "The Canadian 
I w tkTb' tu- riht^ Canada a^ ■“ rx'l thtT the Ann-ncan w^ay 

HEr I hi- FuroiXMiii « Hiy. bid oppi E^ilional n'ulliare lrapp«sJ midway 
hetwi'eri tsnni^mv an^l hi‘*torv helwetm empire (pi:>wt-rl and eullurv 
i.hk'^Uiri l*’ ( rr'E FiNiE/,Efc,'v ana CrfFWiljiiu Mind, Montreal. New WiErld 
IVrsfsstii-iL^. p. 1.1 i IS.) For an IntE^fi-^ling thist<.ipK 

.ArriiVEi. "Idtiilogy and Ap|Mratw> (he U'hcs of the MadiMm 
St hiS'E H it TV.igniatii’>.“ p.i|.X'r go eft at t he E44| Annual l-ilms Sludki^ 
.A 'I". iiPCah.ii,la. lorlh-inEinng in Crrft'.4Llh?n 
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Liinnm^ anJ An- mjrrk'd to lech- 

ni>li^^y — bi^ hidden tr.ips. It is a sinistur 

im.i};!'* ov'orl.iin vvilh si ctitli-’Clivi* momtiry Vietnam. 
Thixvuj^h this amstructiiTn, dillerem cuttur.il and national 
grtiups are conftaled. Ki>reans, Vietnamese, CbineM-v and 
Jj pa nt>e I unci inti as interchangeable si^ns meanin|v the 
A>um This sin example oi the way in which specific racial 
sterwit^ in's are const ruclisj with n-l’erence to other racially 
defintxi >;n.>ups7 The Asutn btvumies a vehicle that amasses 
psirtictilar issui's and symbols circulating in Americans his- 
tirrical and cunlempNirarv consciousness. Si\ for example, 
the ChincM' in Klollyvvckcxi, ralher than sipniKing a specific 
communitV'H Ks tmies a Hex i hie image that can be loaded 


with changing national anxieties. This makes it possible for 
this image to not only signify the imptirtation id ancient 
Chintse corruption, but alsti to connote Virlmin 

Asian FBOTOTypts 

The Asian pnrtotype that most typically inhabits C^iiwaleu^n 
is exotic and menacing: tor example, the Asian ilower 
w'hiise beauty drawls the pn^tagonist into the corruption of 
CfriFtfihniiw- In The Year of the Dragon, the allun^ of Tracy ^ the 
Chinese and Japanese^ American female, lures Stanley., the 
white male protagonisl^ to a murder case in CJluiateuvr. 
C>nce hooked^ he pursues her into the dangers of 
Cfti Mahm^ti's underworld, in spite of his hatrtxl of A-sians, the 
advice of his best fiiend and his atlempts to cling to his ded- 
icated wife. 

Another prototype is the knife flicking gang member. 
One can see him (sometime?, her) running around VkUthm 
frenzied mi^ in The Veur of llie Dran^tm, Chim CirT Bhu k 
Rjitt (Ridky Scotty Idhy) and fij-y TroiiWc hi Utile Chtna (}ohn 
Carpenter, T9S6). The Asian gang membtT is Ciinftated w'lth 
motifs of the new' immigrant and youth, (kith references 
suggest the Asian gang member remains irresponsible, an 
updevelopiYl adult /citizen lacking reawpn and judgment. 
This makes them prime candidates ft>f exploilatkin by cor^ 
rupt ''community leaders/' It also implies ihaf they have 
only the mtTst primitive sense oi American ethics: s/he will 
kill without hesitation and when backs are turni'd, trans- 
gressing at least two of America's key ct>des of honour. 
Bereft of ethics, the gang member is dehumaniztxi, reduced 
to a vehicle hir violence. 

There is also the Chinese tong leader or fapanese 
daimyOx the diabolic a! overlord w'ho pulls the strings 
behind every shadow* of corruption. Thesi^ old guys have 
international connections in drijgs and big money and affili- 
ations with Italian mafia CBfarii; Hnm, Chim Girt and TJjc Voir 
of fNc Dra^viY In The Year of ibf Dragon, they even control 
military movements overseas- They are ihe Vellow' Ekril 
incarnate, scheming to take over America. 

Not all Asians in f folly w'ikkI are sinister or exotic. The 
assimilated Asian American, most ofien rt'presenled as 
mak, Ls a case in point. He wears glasses and is well mean- 
ing, a sensitive but basically wimpy guy. While seemingly 
gcxkf fiHfder for liberal America's i^uola of 'pwitive media 
images/ he essentially represents the I'masculated male. In 
Tfic Year of tfic Dra^tn, the Chinest^ urkderworid kills one of 
these nice guys, underlining the evtlness which the rather 
urranith while protagonist struggles against.'* There are few' 
assimilated Asian females. Bui usually., even these possess 
that fatal brand of beauty which unfailingly draw's w'hite 
men into the evil netW'orks of their bret-d. 

While the assimilattxi Amn is acceptably non-ihreaten- 
ing, the best AsiuM still reniain.s the subservient Asm pi. S/he 
retains all the commendable Asian qualities of w isdom and 
loyalty. O^mesHcated as a loyal servani /buddy iChitiatoum, 
SfteHdmi'n jrr Jjfffc as a martial arts expert recruited 

to the hem's cause (Bruce films, the A;ar4itc Kid series) or 
as a w'ise sage devoted lo he enlighlenment of the 
hero/heniitw (the Chint'se herbalist in Ahiv (WtKidy Allen, 
1^1^ the white prolagEpnist can couni on their never failing 
'duty until death' motto. 


10 ^lfl#A€Tli'0*4 4ft 


sturetitypes emphjsi/L* ihnt ^xtv rttit indis'idl- 

ij.ils. They are parE o( And lied to a himily i^r clan Thus 
when .111 nuEsider deals ivlth OhL% s/he is aisti- Eakin^ on an 
invisible nehveik. This is a ivi^rld where unrel.iEcsJ |Xs»ple 
call each ether “cousin/' A world where himilv lovahy 
cret'ps into the comm unity and its ivav overseas to 

knot wilh ancient taw s and epidemic ctsrmption. For evam- 
pie, in OEhia Curi, when the male protagonisE begins to pur- 
sue the vir|;ina[ heroine, little dsx's he realize that he alsi> 
has to face her protective brolhi-r, his gao^ oi Flong Ktmg 
(hugs, and all ihe loyalties and laws that bind them ti> the 
w'i[] ot the group. 

Taradoxically. even the quality that niako Asiriws gtxxi 
servants, their sell-sacfiticing loyalt>% is w^hat also makes 
them dangennJs enemies. Jn boEh instances, loyalty ariMH^ 
from the tact Ehat I hey cannsit think as mdoiduals. Instead 
they obey Eheir supc^riors and the dietales ot tradibon. 
Unable to ihink as individuals, ilis im^xwsible lor them ti^ 
Kx’ismi- Americans. 

Assimilation via interracial marriage is al»m denied, 
Through ihe instituEn^n ot marri.ige. individuals become 
integrated into stKiely as iull-tledged citizens, pnsducing 
children, ow ning properEy, and btisicaLly repriMJucing sinial 
institulions/^' But in Hollywood interracial [^.iive never 
reaches Ehe ptTtect happv ending of the 'hive storv': con- 
sumniatimi in socially sanctiiihid m.ilrimony. In Chuht (liri 
interracial ksve ends in the violenE dealh oi ihe lovers. In T/tf 
ynire/T^jc it can only ot cur helivin-n tUiiimtcasEs an 

Lll-ad|iisksJ Vietnam veE and a hybrid, a Jajianese/Chinesi* 
American journalist with American values. The marriage in 
Ciwc Siv Ehc' Farad L^- ^Alan l\irker^ 14^3) remains ouEside 
the mainstream, isolated on a tarm in the salely of the 
extended fapaneM- AnHTican tamily- 

M s rst 1 iotl y W'iKpd Fil iti s absiii E Asia n s are abou E As ians in 
JajVin, I king Kong, Chir^i or Vietnam. Wherever they are 
placed, o\erseas or in Onn£flozeri thev are tor the rmrst part 
abstml trom the iitticial history oE the UniEcd States. The rtile 
Asian Americans had /have in building Ehe nation rc^mains 
unacknow'ledgtd. When remembered, it is as deri>gatoi*y^ 
stereoEypes: recall ihe screaming, hysterical ct.H>k in Thr 
<VicEor Fleming, 1M3UK Even in Quire See 
pJlr£ldl^^€^ supposedly about the internment ot |apanese 
Americans, Ehe narrative structurt^ denies them subjevtivily. 
Japanese American history is reduced to an interesting 
backdrop Eor the development ot Ihe w'hite heterosessual 
male hero Events of the w^ar, union struggles and Ehe 

7 Ak well olbiT (ippm^ssL'd j^nnips, sm h as* wiTjnen, Fc»r vx.^mgk-. 
AHMn iti.ik'*. iflnt’ oElt-n pri.*M.*ntwJ nh id*-iTL,iwii]ini/wl if IloE efrviiKulri Eid 
In 73s' >rtlF |if r>r 0 ytp'i. |w. itw tyvi\ Ti^ng lrj/4,U'f, is prvwnkst A*- n 
JjiKiy He W vltvminjtfc- in hi% CiJivlul iniinneri‘im>. ^Iim yi^ulhlul tsiiLt. 
Silylt*.!! Altimtion. tsi .inJrLiHvnou>« tea lures and hair slyle Thi^ 

htH \'iLik-ni. cktf^ |ei militninsEnL pursuit and e^^mtual oinLjUi.^1 by' 
Slanley. lEw while rwh' pn .‘ lormer S’ietnam vt'l witti all ibi' 
nuire di.>SLr.ihle. Sunkw's^ lustful ttunt fur hx is henj^titvneiJ by iht^ paral- 
lel made lo Stanley'^ ?m»aujI pursuit nf Traev, ihe Asian American 
repontT who is an almiwi mime image sif )ipi'. 

^ Ttk' tad thal she is iX C'hmes4« and JapdrkHrt^ d4,%ienl tUlltiNm^ on a 
t^iimK-r nt k-s'vb Hit sp.vitirity is blumsd and tHs’onfiev msinwUid 
!■> Ihe dwNilii.al AMau ^tiittiv whi» are. as I lairv de5rt:nlx.*> ’^all Ihi- 
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Eu-r hvlmd .irHi-^Erv alNi ri-lers Ee ofher women oi nifcyi.d Asian 
anti t aucisian deswi-nl in Molh Winxj onemii w hik art- ‘-ignitusl as "with- 
tkijl a rvkliiin ' Wilhitiit j naEiori. in ^sim- Cam's Ehi'\- have no hienlitv and 
ihijs no moral strength (the f hiau-^e.-' Hriii'^h "rnkppv ' in Tkf^ 5Aiiln,y3Ki4 
tlesJhrr, Jiwi:'ph ^on JSliTnbfc^fg. I*i^l I irt li*! nilu-t i afk' |■nJlU%l Inlo ihe 
'higher' America Ji cause ( Hfiiol isn r3je Su h . Krank I .loyiJ. 1 i. 

4 lustitynng his nol so liK^ral racism 

10 Ntkie that inli^raEion inltk tht^ mainhtrfam ot M^KiiHy through m,ir- 
rwge h ntlxk dimied tii gavs and Ic'^hian*- 

11 iksdly Ihe indetH'fid cnl American prod ucl ion, A ffu'wsarrJ nf 

(liVd |\an('y Kelly. an indefn-ndenl Ivalurv ahoul a (. hinese 

woman who immigratid to IEh'' VVikl ^Vi^E, n-fin ktluci-^ ihe Si^me murra- 
liw slnu-ture 


t"unctii>n mriinly ils to ktvp the pratvigo- 

11.1 s| (rtij^kiiltv >fp^irLited imm his Japaum’ AnntTit:.in wik* 
This {1.0., inlLTML'i.il^ retiitionship driv- 
en by l 1 piirt'ly iirgt^ tho tii.iin oh(LH:b\ f wt-ni?* tn fcv .1 

lUshy ^nnolH:l^, londlt:, kilkmt%l by .1 fuck. In iht* hlm's 
llu- L-iid ol^ ihf WlIT is signikc^siu luil bt'causc Jap,UH^* 
AmfricAJi?^ ru'g^iifc’i tlit-ir ciEi/on^hip, but N'taust' ihi' miirntM 
ci>upk' Ciin bk* ptTn^Hiiii^iitly unitotl. This is ?iii iiisull Ko 
grt>up of pen^plo M, ho hiW'v tH^cri ink^graE in biiildiitg tho 
AiiH'fiCtin iiLitiiinJ’ 

D i h t h K I: s T S L R C K ?i Oh M K A N I \ c; : 
Cl SI 01 Fill s^iJKjfji^iM Ovist If Mi 

|?iflvrL-]iE r.it'ially dckm.*!! groups jifc ollt-n ^.\ut^kltt‘ti J ^ hul 
sp<\‘iHc 4 h.irdi. I eristics ^ire somulimus aJmi dusign^tfd to 
LMch grtiup. Whilo tht'st* charLicleristics m.iy be ground wl in 
fejrtul irn.iginings, mrvtiy ^re itnbued ivith hist0ric.1l .ind 
ptp]ilLc.il reterences For ex dm pie, compdre tht- feiitiiielv 
nuiiuTouh l ilni> dbi^iil Ch inese' Americ.ins tcp I he tew d tHnil 
Jdpdn^.^st' AniefitHius. fhiiH'M' Aiiieric.in?h i\re usudlly loedtix^ 
in d OjunUoii’pi. Vkisl of the thiinicters 4<re hiiiister .ind exi pi- 
le. tn CEinErd^l, in recent films I found about Jdpdnese 
Am erica ns (KamJe Kui siTiejs, Cowir Sev ihe rtirsidise and 


fpftniihiiiJirir jpi liff/c ToJtynL with the exception of SkniiifoEew, 
Idpantiiu ns are diher ahsc-ni or only of passing significancx'- 
And iigdin 14 ith the exeeplion Eif the chara^^lers 

are iitinlhreatening. These ditferences reflect the actual 
ahMntce of lapanese Americans trom I he vKtal 1andstM|H'. 
After their incafeeraltoii during VVVVIl, many lapanese 
Americans did not rt«^'ttle in [a pantow ns and interniarriage 
incredsk'd draslically. As a result, a tier the war they were 
nut as ^'!rs^^/c as Chim^* AmeriL^ins and thus |,xThaps did 
not stvm as Ihrealening. 

These depict itsns change in relation to p^plitical and his- 
lEPricat factors.'^ For example, Hi^hpre VVVVIS, in VVarpjiiPx^s of 
Mr. .Afipftp (Norman Foster, IM.IO), the Japanese Mr. MotEj w'as 
working l\ir an interna lional force of investigators alongside 
Britain and the \JS. VVhik^ somewhat effeminate, inscnrtable 
and deftmtely clever, he is kind, ethical, and working for the 
nght side. In contrast, movii.^ prEpdoced around WWIl, such 
as eir f/?c^ Siui ( Frank Lkiyd. and TisAi^p (Stuart 
f \ e IS le r, I ^*4^ ) pi ^ rt ra v l tu' | .1 p.i n e se a s a n i nt e rn a t i ona 1 
threat, ctmtriving to take over an unsuspts.tirg world Yet 
tfiere are a ! mi differenct^s hetwt^en Hkhui and TipAyu ^Pt". In 
contrast Is? Tok^o lih' has s-ome yikid Japanesi' with 

Wt'slem v'dlues whi/p attempt lip sliip their countrv's tide iif 
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miliiahsm. Xt'ifrthekvis thest* indiviiiudl$ dn' ciihuvr killed 
or Him tiut bt* lrdiior%. 

The (Ji-piction^ chdiif;!’ a;;,iin a decade after the war. In 
fW Duvfff Bhtik fi,vk (John Stur^i-s, 1955), the in|us|jce of 
the inlernmetll of Japanese Americans iti jddrei^sed. 
Pfototypic American figures of the 'SO’s, — the Western 
hero, the American Rirl, a James tJean kti>k-alikL' — 
attempt u> cover up the murder of the Japanese American, 
Komoko When a tt*i* inquisitive stran^^er (Spencer Tracy) 
comes to town ItHtkin^ for Komoko', they try to murder him 
as well. While the plot cenirc^s around the stranj^er's efforts 
to find Komoku, not one Japanese American character 
appears. Apain, as in more recent films, there' is an ambiva- 
lence abimt the absence of Japanese Americans from the 
American landscape' The clincher ctimes when we disfcover 
Komoko’s son was given a war medal after he was killed in 
action w'hile siting the stranger's life.is The martyrdom of 
Kiimoko's son ctintrasts with the Cfirruption of the towns- 
folk, putting a critical light on America's ireatment of 
Japiinese American citizens during IVWII. 

Many recent films attempt to reformtilate America's 
understanding of the Japanese and Japanese Americans. 
Cami- Stv the PitraJt-^- pri'sc'nts the internment of Japanese 
Anwricans as unjust; /finsJifirja t)wl ,if Afhes (IVfer Werner, 
199il) lakes on the guilt of bombing Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki; f.ntpire of the Sun (Steven Spielberg, 19H7) sympa- 
thi'iically rewrtti-. the represeniaiion of Jap,ineiie soldiers as 
iTirn tn ing io hv brj vtf. 

Yet this sympathy is likely to be short lived w ith the 
growing American hostility towards Japan's trade surplus 
and investment in the U.S. Recent American productions, 
Kifor''- and SlAiutfou'n rn l.iltie Tokyo set-m to foreshad- 
ow- such a shift. Ikith appropriate the Chinatown motif. 
5)remfiizei( rn TilKe Tdkyn could be a typical Chinalown 
jclioii-ihriller if ritual dtsembowetmeni and other refer- 
ences to Japn were removed. H/a<-* Rum offers an interest- 
ing twist of the typical Chinatown action -thriller into the 
modem lapanese landscape While several stercs>types spe- 
cific to the J.ipaiu'se appt'ar — for example, the man as the 
gruff bearer trf authority and modern Japan as a pt'rverss' 
mix of indition and technology — the Chinese' motif diimi 
nates, l-or example, corrupt affiliations to the Italian mafiai^^ 
and ruthless Asian gangs now plague the Japanese wvial 
ordcT. Again this denumstraU's the flexible nature of stenxi- 
types. Ill this case, the current resenlment towards Japanese' 
in the C.S. is solidifkxf into the familiar and fecurring fear of 
the Vvilow rVril through the use of the Chinatown motif, 
lire situation is obviously more complex than films sim- 
ply reflt'i'ting changing political sc'ntiitients. lYther mo v it's 
pniduccxJ around the same time often take different idcxi- 
logieal stances; compare Corfu- Sis' the Prjftidisi* (1990) to Hlack 
f£itr« (19K9) and Sfrumfotepi or Little Teltyip (1991 ). What fhess' 
different stanies may- indie,! te are the contradictory strains 
of common si'nsc> that cin-ulate in dominant ideoltigy. So for 
example. Cnwc See suggests a liberal senliment that needs to 
address the guiH of interning the Japanese Americans w hile 
RfacA- ftiTjii and i^jlsiuxfeu'ii suggest, as discussr-d above, xeno- 
phttbia. The iiuestion as to how thc'se differing perspH'Ctii-es 
can cti-exisl m» comfortably needs to be explon-d 


CON'CLUStON 

T^e .Asian in Holly wikkI, then, is much more complex than 
simply an inamirate or derogatory' stmeotype to be reme- 
died by a gistxl dose of realism. The A.<Mfr works to negoti- 
ate domestic and international relalions tt» Asian American 
communities and Asian nations, ft is a politically pn>duced 
construct that operates in the realm t>f culture. lYisitioned 
outside of the march of history as unchanging cysts from 
ancient regimes, sti>eped in tradition, ruled by fear and vio- 
lence, Asiftfis in CJiiPiafori'fi represent a threat t<> Progress, 
Civil iMtion, to l>emocracy (i.e., America) Kxcluded from 
the official history of the United States, Asian American 
contributions to building their nation and thus their right to 
citizenship are obscured. Placed outside of the reach of 
American logic and law, they represent a threat lo the srX'ial 
order. For example, at the level of political intrigue, as the 
Yellow lY'ril, they scheme In lake over the U.S, Jn the realm 
of sexual desire, inlerracial love pulls Amencans outside of 
the mainstream of the U.S. rather than integrating foreign- 
ers into Ihe social fabric. A.-iinn.-i retnain foreigners not sim- 
ply because they are signified as America's binarv opposite, 
but because in jiariicular they are incapable of eomprehend 
ing individualism, one of the key tenets of Amencan soci- 
ety. It is impossible for Aswns to become Americans, They 
remain foreigners, They are imagin'd outside the political 
community of the American nation: thus the only solution 
to their pri'sence is to either desiixw or control them. 

I uvuhl like to thank lose Army*' ,ft>r fns eriritnf sirpjNiri ,rmf feed- 
fwcA aiU Mari-lme Meiletiuisljt hr ejitoriaf comments. 


12 This is til sjy llwl iht- rmwie h** mi valiu- hit thi»w wIhi i-xjwri- 
i-mrid Ih.. [ntvmm.'nl. m aJJjthHi |(i ih 'rcalwlic dt-furthm of pn-wir nm- 
muEiLlie-, Hind inl.'mirKi,l camp,, tlw fact thai such j nkwu- was nuJ,- 1 , 
-ijtnili, ,inl Fh w ■-t.innplc. -*v km Mixhi/b^i. "TUb L, N,h a IXiruJfjriu': 
I hk,i 1 Astjn Arru-Tican, Rmci m M^pir Film on WW|| Inlt-rnnw-nl ' 
Varffrursf Veil'd F«lirtJ,,ry «1. p 1)^1) (Ammxon V-w, paper I and 
franl. MiinWiij^ti, "WalcttmK DjU]thitT's Km-htwav Oi+ul a Tbn]!,' Niktri 
I'cm-j'. MnYrch 

1.1 hir mon;- on tunlldthiii w Vhity 

Jiri4 KiTioi' Tj|irtiMY. I^S a ^tmiJl a Chinw Anwni^n who 

lA tih murJk'fiHl Kvdu&e rmstaken for a |j|V!rn-?4' cili/iTi, 

I A Twif iiTikli'*. ttuE how ihir m rfUljiif^ 

tu tth- inltTTiJthPTuI And lulii^Pu] dif RMn Witik^. Thte SiniMiT 

tlTk^tnir Thnlkf Kji iMin jnd I Km- Ahun ^tiHrtwJii^ riijnHjijp 

V IV. Kj]] AFki fAwn Chunfc "Fitsm I u Mdiu hu. t:\ il Ckniux. m 
Umi^ Uv VViini;. h.pular A Sludy t hinw,* AtTk-nciins in rnt^br 

TvnikJk jl FhtkKn Ircm [H2(t m Ptjmiar CuIiutT, v X. 

|S TTii). |> a rclwmcv k> Ihe all Japamw American 442iid btllatuNi w ho 
v.ilun(ii-rixJ in order to prove the loyally ol (apanese Ameruan, lo 

-^miTicii dunrij^ IVWII. iThtrt^ %lk|l 

in Ihi? 

-^FTkTkTjn sXPJtimunin- t^idAy thr >4Rnilik-dni-i.^ ntf tJwir I'lkinv) Ab wi^Ll 

ihvv hitr tht-tr brdv^rv Tht^ miPk ir C<r Fhjp BttAr w. jji nudr 

dKkJ t tlH'fP in Eh*' ' SiSS. 

Ih. Ttk-rv L5 ii M|MrH-sr prudunifm with th^- namL- tiEk* (hi' AhtmK 

biimbins!^ in | v4^ 

17 The rwurreni affilMlIon betweeii the Italian American malia and 
Chinalivh n , underw'iirM m ftollvwixxl w}u$t-i.l, on iheom- hand ihe pro- 
ve» of oinllali.m and on the .Xher, a stensrtype for t-thnns who do mu 
a*-Mmiljti- a, riHamiji^ the forrupImK influence o( ihe old ixnintiv. 


Myth and Melodrama 
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Thi' that frami,*N much ol [3o\ij;lns 

Sirk'i^ 1 k^UywLHxl cinoma is ilseU' 'imitation.' 

The very pr*.'misi.* tif what has lHV4>me kiu>wn tis 

'The Amerkaii l^ream' is I'undamenlally intan^i- h P I c r C . K n o w / t* s 

hie in the actual world. Now an anachronism, it 

is a dream that tH'lonj;s to a past era. VS'hen the 

narrator of F. Scott Fit/j^erald's Thi'- Clreat Cii/shi/ 

looks across the 

lanasLVipL' of thf t iHWiiiHi’ tilt'll ri' of the ohi ishitui here that flowered otice for Hu I eh 
wfiiltliy on [.i>n>:; 

Island, hu musesr Sflfloi'.-i' ei/e^ — . n fre^h hretiitl of the neio iwrhl. Itfi vtiiiiiyhetl treea, 

the tnvfi tliiit had ituute n't!}/ for Gutahit’s /lo/fsc, hud oruv fuouiered tti 
«>flfs;KTS fn the hi^-t mid ynvi/t’sf of itll htiimut dremns; for *l tronaitory 
enclutitted tiioinefit , nimi iitn^it fuiiH' held hia hreatfi tit the pretyenee of 
thf^ eoutiiient, compelled into tin iicsthetie eonteniphition he neither 
under atood nor desired, ftiee to fnee for the last time in historif with 
something eimnnensunite to /j/s eiifxieilp for loonderd 
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Thcru jre litor.iry who deny ihe pramises tif [he 

"new w^i>rld — n-ali/ed js lmtIv os Howkeye's reitxtion trf 
r whiU’ vK-iety in Feninrwirv C iHipur's Tfw Tifh^ 

1 — bill for Ihe mnsi port populor culture keef>N trving ki 
• mitoli/e the tirnew^TO ideols. In a serit'^ of itieli^ramos in 
the [Douglas Sirk depicts o seviety rich in tln^ fulfil- 

1 mcnl'P of A merican demi»cracy; I he strength nf fomily and 
community, the freiHJt>m for self-devekipnient. the rect?gni- 
lion uf initiativ^e and hard wo'rk, the easy access to prosperi- 
ly. Yel a Sirk film contains iti^ own cuntra diet ions, an 
fmpliLsi dembt in the validity of the w\>rld it creotes- Sirk's 
homage lo the dream is dt^ceptive. tiis ptistu lotion of the 
dieom in deliberaiely artificial term^ and the underlying cri- 
ti(|ue of the value system it supports serit>usly L[ueslion the 
legitimacy of A merica's denruxTO tic myth . 

* On the surface, Sirk's iamtigraphy prm-nts n^mantki/ed 
images of the EisenlHiwer decadei a mtdtiplicity of oil der* 
rkks stretching ink> a Texas dusk, a pastoral New England 
autumn complete with Old Mill and Deer^ the* revellers at 
: Mardi Gras, the Miami Beach honey mi>on, a secludtvl hilt- 
top ahtive a Sunday morning village in Ohio. Sirk, like 


Kit/gerald, S4*eLs <,>ut the fikmantici/ed viskm indigenous to 
America, heightening it in a mis(.^-en-scene that is men- 
tal^ decorative, even (in Fiti^gerald's phrastvlogy) “gor- 
giH>us " This gives the Sirk films their noted 'story- hook' 
ilualitVd at once elatn^rale and piclures^fue, sc^ artificially 
embt'tlLshtsi as to sevm disi'ininected fuim I he actua] wc^rld 
and, by extenskm, from any true quality of American life. 
But elements in (he film erode the illusory structures. In 
Sirk's cinema, there is constant tension htiwetm the Dream 
mythology and the sironger, more disst^nting, voice of melo- 
drama. The pursuit of Ihe dream uncovers, in jb wake, a 
hiist of siKTial antagonisms, personal hoslilities, emotions 
dravim to exet^ss — in the w-o^s of Sirk critic Michael Stern, 
"all the mistaken perceptions, lost chances, beautiful 
moments, and unfulfilled desireis that characterize his 
w^>rld/''^ What giics Sirk's final film imifatkm of Life (1^5^) 
its special significance isi its fusion of two perspeclives on 
the American l>rt'am, one from a privileged position within 

1 f. Sfirtl Thr Cwf ^ VtKrk: C'kark?^^ SirihntT' iifwJ 

Simv lye'll p. 

2 VlK-tud Stt^rn, Stik Twjiy ne nuhli^hm, 197'*3. p. 3^ 
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ils iHl^ othor ^^llm witb™t. 

Tho Siictx-^s. invlh/ .1 rLiy;s-k>-rich 4 -s ^loli^ that diik'^ fn>m 
14th trenturv lhir«ltNi Aly;i?r, rt'cupi dcri-W^v st^^-^eral )^unrus, 
ntitahSy I he musical and the mekidrarna. The orij^injl 
ifffitaJkfri of l.if*\ directed by Juhri Stahl and released in |4M, 
establishes L laudL^tte Ctslberl's hSi' to fortune on one such 
myth. Visiting her small-time pancake parlour in Atlantic 
t ilVn an eajjert^pp^irtunisl asLs her: 

"[>id YOU exer hear the story of C\K:a<'ola? VVeli when 
they first put it on the market, they used to peddle it over 
ihiSH^Siida fountains for 5c a cup each hut it didn't make 
anv monev. 0»e day a smart feller nud);ed the Fre^idi.^E 
and said. For SltwiKM) t“ll tell vini in two words how to 
make millions!" Uo v^>u know what those iw'o words 
were? ..dkvttte itr^ 

' Box it!" the miin advises Colbc^rt, with resptsrt to her pn- 
cake tlour: the simpte formula opens the diH>r to unpu'Ce- 
denlid pn»fits. Resirlution. singlent'ss of purptiw, . sacrifice 
of material ci>mfort (albeit on a limited scale! enable the 
ordinary' American , n.'j^ardless of j^ender or class posit ion r 
to attain extraordinary heights of success The same princi- 
ples appiv til the Holly w'tKid myth of celebrity, addinj^ as a 
further benefit, the dimension ol immense pt^putarity. the 
tove of millions." 'The general image of stardom can he sevn 
as a version of the American Dream/'-* writi-s Richard Dy^er 
in outlining four eleOH^ntsof the 'success myth': 

Particularlv as developed in the star system^ the success 
rtivth tries Ui orchestrate se\ eral contradictory elements: 


(I t that ordinariness is the hallmark of the star (2) that 
the system wards talent and "spt.s:ta Intis' (3! th^it lucky 
'breaks/ which may happen to anyimt' typify the carrtT 
ol the star; and (41 that hard w'ork and professioruilism 
are necessary for slardtim.^ 

The tormula, as Dyer ptiints out. is jv-rhaps typified by nji- 
/afsijw Siifry, mleasid in 144n. f^rc^vimis filrn-goc^rs kntm' the 
pattern from such films as Tfie Grra! Zregfr'Id and VriirAcc 
Dinxih' D*iruf}f; in the .stTs and ntrs, the lives of such diverse' 
enterlainers as F.nrico Caruso, Cdenn Miller. I.tm ChaneVr 
ofH^a star Marline t^w rence, strippiT (.iypsy Rose Lee and 
comevlienne Fanny brice are simplified into a Wiirkable, 
generally standardized, formula. flHse- show-biz 'bi^i- pics' 
iranspose the rags-tii-riches myth to the enlertainmenl 
industry^ evoking the Illusion, among others, that access U* 
stardom is a democratic frx^dom, within reach ol any indi- 
vidual able to market bis or her special talent. 

The unifying figure in Sirk's Imihthiw of l.j-fc emNwiiv^ 
this myth tif thecelebrily. The rise' to fame of l .ora Mendith, 
her luckv bruMks, her resp^msc^ to the challenges oi stardom 
show little midificatton of the bio- pic sle^eoEypc^ In the 
l^ma Turner pcTstma, Lora is the romanticized fantasy of 
I he self-styled Bniadway star. We receive no indication ot 
laira's s^H'Cial gift tir talent: we never see her as artist, but 
only as star/ There' is only p^lssing reference to the appar- 
ent five-vear struggle that brings I ora from an unspecitiid 
I iitte Theatre tv New- York Cityn no drama ti/atiim of the 
actual 'w\>rk' that actors do. "'I never really wanted any- 
thing but the stage," she ctmfesses to Steve Arclu^r. "And 
Tm going to be an actresh. An impHirtanl one/'*" (L>nce that 


Suun IsEihti^r And fyiinilj Misirr in frMifirriiiif of tAff 







the stiind^rd fiiTifiulri hep I ns working, we never seriously 
diHjbt l.i^niV sihility k> rejli^e her life-^mbitiun At her lowest 
ehh, she ptwes in a cheap msxieHing <ipenc>% shannp her initial 
spi>t light w4th a St. Bernard dug; any implicil degradatiun, 
however, is diverled hy the huniEiur oi the situation and 
Lora's invariiihle elegance under stress, t^nce on her way- 
Li>ra neatly sidesteps the threats lt> the wtiman who embarks 
on a high-risk career She spurns the casting -couch' method 
ot advancement, returning the mink-ondoan to unscnipulous 
agent Alan bHimis, assuring him. ’^I'lt make it, Mr. Lt»omis. 
But it w ill he way." (Lixjmis still becomes Lora's first con- 
tact, her admission ticket into the Broad w'ay w'oridd Lora's 
ambitions delis er her inm the threat of marriage, in this case 
tE> the highly desirable Steve Anrber, with good looks and the 
appHintmt gtHid scmsc* to lake security and salary rather than 
risk the chancy wiTrld ot serious photc^graphy. 

In the AnuTican myth, Ciud helps those who help them- 
seh't'Sr' and once that U>rd proves her nn-ttle, she becomes 
tme of Fortune's spt\"ial children. Broadway's leading play- 
wright notices her spivt with ihe^k. fk^mard, identifies a cer- 
tain ' g' ne sjis qjuoi" that he ntvds for a character in his new 
play, l ord fluimders through her audition piece, hut the 
enterpnsing w'c^man kno-w's how^ li> assert herself, when to 
Command attention. Lora advises playw'right |>avid 
Fd wards as to the weakiH'>ses in his comedy, gets a tailored 
role and in the substs^uenl press notices, a new star is 
K>rn.' At the premiere party, Fdvvards takes Lora to the 
window of a Manhattan penthouse: ''Well, lady, there's 
your neiv empi|nt^ Not big. It just stretches fn^m 42ncl to 
?2rui Stri'et But it's the heart of the w^orld-'" In the opening 
scene of fppijtjrhbr; of Ufi\ Lt>rj is an insignificant unit in the 
crowd at Ci>ney Island, as inconsequential as the anony- 
mous fat man w^ho ends tip in the advertisement fsir btvr. 
Now% Li^ra Meredith belongs to a higher sphere. A montage 
of overlapping images, a throwKick to a familiar device of 
the early bki- pit's, givts her career the allure of fantasy: her 
name in lights, the applause and curtain calls, a culver for 
The emblematic im^ntage construct sug|;ests at 
onct^ how easy it is, w^ithin the biis^pjc formula, to achieve 
and maintain a prtsligiinis level of achievement. 

Lora never Cijmes dtiw n from this height. !she wilt always 
he remoitsi from the w'orld of ordinary pe^^pte, distanced 
from events, able to resptmd ipnly in the 'mask' of celi=brity 
She rises jho\e her co-dreamer Steve Archer, not just bv 
re^'cling his marriage prt^pi^sal, but by achieving so easily 
w'hal he, for all his talk of "chasing rainbow's," cannot 
achieve at alt. Steve sells out his dix-am of seritms photogra- 
ph) IV hen the brewing company otfers him a stable pL^si- 
tion; he is left, w ith his greying temples, loi confess later to a 
still cherishi'st ambition to follow ''a dustv old rainbrjwv" 
David Fd wards is ^i no I her colleague w'hum Lora leaves 
behind — Edwards, as the title of tbeir first coliabt^ration 
suggests, is (mly a '^sti>p<.iver." IX*spile his misgivings, Lora 
moves into serious drama, do-gtamEPiiriKing her image to 
take on a dramatic role and (k>oking sr^mew'hal likt^ Crace 
Kelly in Tht' Couttlrt^ Qrfl she attains a further height of 
cek'brily status. "Tell ber I was wnvng," Eidw'ards remarks 
to agent l.tHiTnis a I l.ora's premiert% his exit line fntim the 
film. When the movies bi.H.'iw>n, it is not HoIIvw'ehsJ^ hut an 


Italian 'art film' director w'ho offers Upfa "the best part sIfkv 
Scarlett OTfara," Presumably, this acknowledges Lora's 
graduation to serious acting; by HfW, the interna liivnal film 
scene is of higher artistic repute than ffollywxKMi, perhaps 
even Bn.>adw'ay, Nothing deters the w’oman who, as sbe her- 
self claims, may be "tw ambitiems.'^ Once embracing the 
pix-pfesskmal demands of stardom, lx>ra cannot let go — her 
persona consumes her. She becomes 'star,' a mythic con- 
struct that welds both the Lana Turner of the ini>vies and 
the Lora Meredith of Sirk's film: both w'omen, rcMi-life and 
fictitiivus, become synonymous. 

But W'hat does l.ora Meredith achieve? Sirk exemplifies 
her lifted ream in the opening credit design — the magiCillly 
slow fall of enormtms rhinestoin's across black velvet. Lora 
K'comes part of the rich East. Her country estate outside 
New- York City is one of f it/gerald's ‘'white palaces," a 
house of w'hite staircases, a white brick fireplace, a while 
kitchen, w'hilc bedruKims for the daughters, w ith a coterie of 
service ptx^ple and thoroughbred hi^rses in the riding sta- 
bles. There are expensive gtiwns by European designer 
Jean- Lou is, opening nighi parties after the ihealris eiKktails 
K'fore dinner with movie impresaritss, family picnics in the 
Countryside on the weekends. Sirk, in fact, adorns the make- 
helie^-e world of the rich in .such ornament that he rtsJucx^ 
Li^ra and her enti>urage to figures, as it were, in an enor- 
mous doll -house, As he w'rites in Jon Halliday's Sirit ippi SirJt; 

The imitation of life is not the rest I life. Lma TumtT's life 
is a very cheap imitation ..There is a w'onderful eiLpres- 
sion: seeing through a glass darkly. Every'ihing, even life, 
is inevitably removed from you You canT reach, or 
touch, the real. You just see reflections. If you try to 
grasp happiness itself, your fingers tmly mei^t glass.^ 

Uira may acquire the tangible rewards of the American 
Oream, but this means inhabiting a "glass" wtirld — living 
out, as it were, the 'imitations iif life.' Lora is, as the title 
song S4i aptly describes her, "a falsi® crealiipn." There is a 
vacancy of emotion to her character, a consuming tendency 
to self-absorption. In the bii>-pic formula^ a lo\e interest 
humanii^es the celebrity, brings the star thi® level oi com- 
niEin humanity. This convention stress*®?^ the heartbreak and 
sacrifice that the aspiring star undergo pes in order to achieve 
professional success — the price that one pays if one hteps 
outside the atcepiable boundaries of bimrgeoih ambition. 

??irk, however, denii*s Lora Meredith this human dimen- 
sion. After ten years of stardom, she admits to Annie 
Johnsim; 

"Funny, isn't it? After all this time, struggling and heart - 

,1. WiUum tlurlhjl, hruldiNTPj of l.jfr tscfix-nptdv 1, Lnivertnil hetures. 
14:^1 

4 kbcKard ..Sidfs t UiM.lEin; BH I’ublwtwfs, p .W 

5. Lie'll-, p. 4 h. 

s. EL^anare Griffin and Atlan Sciitt, litfjftfOrm af Itfr tM rts.-npliiy), 
Univitsjl-lilliTTulkiTiat. All luilbi.-f refiti-iKx-s lelbt- ^nx'npLiy 
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brvak. AihI you m.ike it. Tlieit you find ihat something is 
missing" 

The speixrh appears to trigger I he next phase of the Success 
myth' — the quest for completeness through a person a I 
relationship- 1"he title song already nicts as a cue. songwrit- 
ers Sammv F'ain arid Paul Francis Webster, who four years 
earlier kne^v that "love is a many-splendored thing," now^ 
pnvlaim. "Without love, you'rtu>nly living / An imitation, 
an imitation o^ lite." But I^^ra nexer finds the magical love. 
Sirk kt^'ps mysleriiiusly tight-lipped about the ten^year 
partnership with David I-d wards — in the context uf the 
narraltve, theirs is only a w'orking relationship. The film 
reduces Steve Archer^s role to little moie- than a casual, per- 
haps obligatory, kive-intefest; be' is alw^ays there to handle 
superficial problems, bul curitxjsly remtile and iminvolvcd. 
In effi^’tr actor John Gavin merely pivses as the idealized 
male, a heart-thn^^ waiting lor this chance to gel intt> the 
narrative. 

Lora's oddness is particularly vivid in her relationship 
w^ith Annie ]ohiiS4>n. In the begin ning, a natural inlimacy 
develops t>utside racial bamers: I he Ivro women work 
out a living arrangement that sen- ices txith their interests. 
Lora's suctx^s, however, divides them. It is interesting I hat 
!a>ra chixws a play w^ilh "a cohHtrt^ angle" as her initial 
venture into serious drama. She acknowhxiges ihe colour 
pix^blem from a theatrical pi.*rspective, but n^vt friTO a per- 
sonal one In the domestic spherc% she shows genuine con- 
sideration to the black w^oman, hut when Annie speaks of 
hert^utside life, Lura admits; 

Lora: Ie never ixTcurred to me that you had any friends, 
Annie- Yihj ix^ver have any visit you. 

Annie: I know^ lots of ptsiple. Oh, hundrtsJs- I Wiing Eo 
the Baptist Church. And 1 belimg tts several IsxJges, t^xr 
U>ra: I didnT kn4m^ 

Annie: Miss Uira, you've ne\ er asked. 

In e original finihThtPif of IJff, Claudette Colbert accompank's 
her friend IXdilah In her search for the runaw^ay daughter 
Sarah-Jane In the Sirk version, Annie searches alone. 
"Annie, what would I do w'iihixjt you?" Lora ptofesM^ — 
but Sarah- Jane's later impt^rstmation of an Old South ser- 
vant gives a conlradictor)^ feeling. "Thai's quite a trick," 
lora concedes ‘T lea!Tn.id lE from my mammy," Sarah- Jane 
tells htT. "And she learned it fnmi her old masler before she 
belongisJ to you." 

The m^vther-daughter relatiimship furlhcrs Uira's loss of 
contact w'ith her |x*rM>rLa! w'ortd. Susie is a w'ealthy debu- 
tante, U>m into class privilege, pretx^oipied with I he trivial 
— lists of things to buy. boys to chased proper etiquette for 
adolescent romance. She is favoured oi Heaven sti highly as 
to see, tm one of "perfect" nights, the pixwerbtal falling 
star; Susie makes a w ish thal things might ctmtintie just as 
thev are aE this particular moment. Imtiafum of Lift, coming 
in iwtween and A Tface, furthers Sandra 

Dee's star pt'rs^ma as the frivolous rich girl with all ihe 
advantages. In the latter part of Sirk's film, Susie casts off 
this dt'bulanie status. Lora wants apparently Eo give Susie 
w'hat she herself has been denied, but Susie rejects w^hat her 


mother «.>ffers her — the ck>set with "all the dresses fit for 
the daughter of a famous star" — and eventually the mother 
herself: 

"Let s face it. Mother. Annie's always been more like a 
real iTxrther. You never had any time for me.. -I'm sure ; 
you'd be much too busy to miss anyone. Much too 
busy - .You've given me evervThing but yipurself." 

When Lora resfwnds with a theatrical pose of nobility^ busie 
admonishes her: "Oh, Mama, stop acting. Stop trying to 
-shift people as it they wi>re pawns on a stage." Susie does 
leave home, choosing a life at a distanE college to forge her 
independence^ without the supports of her mother's w'orld. 
With Annie dying and Susie away, U>ra remains with Steve, 
hul even w ith the path clear for intimacy, the rx^lalionship is 
static^ paralyzed. Moments of humanness break thmugh,. 
particularly in the final scenes with Annie„ but Lora, we feel, 
remains incomplete She Is the constructed personality, pro- 
grammed tt> respond W'ilh the elegant, styli/ed gestures of 
the Eheaire. In effect, Lora is ikie 'imitation' that siKiety 
rew^ards wiih such unmitigated succes-s. 

There is little such 'imitation' to the life of Annie 
Johnson. Lora may epitomize the celebrity myth, but 
Annie's character belongs clearly to the genre of mekxJrama i 
and Sirk's ETealmeni, often sentimental, creates the sympa- 
thy thal we expect from the generic tradition. Sirk places 
Annie evutside Ehe reaches of ihe American Dream- While 
I^>ra Mereiiith no limit to her ambitkins, Annie Johnnin 
doesn't even dare to dream. While Lora pursues new hori- 
zons, reinvents new^ destinies, Annie's lot scarcely alters. 
Uptm first meeting Lora, Annie asks no mort‘ than a posi- 
tion as a domestic, grateful for the minimal necessities, 
already adept at techniques of survIvaL She know^s how to 
deal wlEh lost children a I Coney Island, how to ingratiate 
herself with th%' tenement landlord, hnw^ to pick up extra 
monev k>T the h<,wjsehold savings. Despite ihe impn^vement 
in her employer's status, htwever, Annie never escapes the 
stigma of the domestic. In the initial f>arE of the film, the 
w^omen share oinfidences, life stories; as the film progfess- 
€?s, [j>ra ktses intimacy with her confidante- tn a s^xriety that 
privileges w^hilu achievemKmt, Annie inevitably assumes the 
rt>ie of the ^support' for Miss U^ra and, later as mothef-sub- 
Ftilute for the white daughter.. Annie reHins a loyalty to he 
members of her own class; w^e learn, in her deathbed 
requests, of her s<>licitudc for the less fortunate ptHsple in 
her parish, of her long-time contact, unknown to Ltira, with 
the milkman at the old cold water flat in New^ York. 

But Annie has her own supptirl. Unlike the spiritless, 
self-absorbed rich, Sirk's commoners keep in touch with 
religitnis ideals. Annie's religion leaches her neither to over- 
reach herself nor to step outside the txiundaries of her social 
destiny. In an altitude of resignation, Annie maintains, 

"It's a sin to be ashamexJ of what you are. And it's even 
worse to pretend. Sarah- Jane has to learn that the Lord 
must have had His reasons for making some of us white 
and some of us black " 
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In this rt'spictr Sirk h tniithti]! tu tht^ i^ri^inal Him: whfn 
Qauili-lli^ t iiltH-rt sctjJds hiT diiu^hter's n.’hukv uf btT bl.ick 
friends LoJinir, tfu' [X'likih/Arink* fhqiractLT insists, 

"'Oh. It LiJii't ht-r kiulk Miss BtM. It ynuni ninJ it ain't 
mint- J Jini't rightly knim' where the hlaim* lies. It e.in't 
be .ill tht^ I nnal's It's ^ol me pu/vk-d '’^ 




Neither tilni iilUiu-s ihe blnck more tlian A ''puz?:le- 

BkTit" .It the Muifi] deprivatiim her rel3gii.m may ci^ndone. 
Annie fiihnsitEi, ynquestieninjt iif her til it h, humbly .iiiapts 
her llte U* .1 mur.il eude of serviee and obedience. She 
iccupls her kuih in C hrist — 'He was rE\il; Ke re.il" she 
Irils the iwu ^irls in the Christmas reading;. She Riees Susie 
practieal .kivieeH 'The Li>rd uants all His Child rt‘n to fall in 
krt iv w hen I hey' re t »ld eiHnish and sens*' E'miugh"; shi" 
acknou lidg<L-s her eumpiirLitive got>d fEirtune, lellin^ Steve, 
''Ejth dav I eiJunt my blessinj^s. 1 can remember a time 
when 1‘ileEHy of ham and Evas mure than a blissing. It 


was .1 miracie " Fresiuently in his einema, Sirk dramatiyi^ 
the pErtver uf rt^ligicius bt'liH, a force thal lures L rtnvds lti the 
suspect miracle in Tht^ f>rsf Uiium, that inspires the pilot of 
SiiiliA /fyinri tii dem ote his hfe t€i Kiifean war orphans. 
Perhaps the only way tu make si-nse c^f the 'inspiratiojiar 
Alijyifi/kvpjt tlhsi-ssavr is to read Ihe film as a Chrisii,m para- 
ble of redemption and iorgiveness. There are tensions 
implicit in Sirk's Irt'atmenl of religion — in stnne respects, il 
bi‘ci>mt> another magical nutans to raliimali/e the hourg4^s,iis 
system. Religion, in th^- birk cinema , is at once a CEsmpulsiEe 
power and an aiUHjyi'ie, a solace thal "s,ivc>" the guilt-nd- 
den and the unfortunate from their penamal sk^spair. 

But Sarah- Jane |ohn.SEMi refuses to accept 'the kit thal 
CpekI ordains. .As a gifL she re|t'cts the gif) of a black rag 
dolt, pasSE's for Evhite in the \vw Vi>rk priman= schtml and, 
in her tE’rns, rt^pudiates the dE-stinv sif blacks as tive-ins^ as a 
subculture isf "chauffi urs and busboys." Slu^ tetK Susie, 

W. IfiiribEjt, inTtfafiim fi ijft. 


“I want lo have a ehance in life. I dun't want to have ta 
came thrau^h back dinars or feel la wet than other pe^iple 
or aptikTj^i/e tar my mother's mlaur. She Can't help her 
colour, but I can/' 

Vel, despite her tippi,irtunism, Sarah-Jaiu* merely mtn es into 
the' back streets at I be white stKiety, initially in the k^al vih 
lage with her 'white trash' bK>yfriend, then in the "low- 
dawn dive" in the cheap districts ol New York City. Sarah- 
Jane attains her hiji^ht'sl status as a thi^rus ^irl at the 'Moulin 
Rouji^eH' a ^audy Ve^as-style facsimile af the 'halies 
Ber^ere/ IX^spite the shabbiness of life backstage, Sarah- 
Jane accepts this level of sticiely as better than the service 
pc^i^ilian that her mother so passively accepts. In ettVetp 
Sarah -Jane sets afl on the s,ime cjut^sl far stardom at- di^c^s 
(jtyra Meredith, but without the lucky brt'aks or the easy tri- 
umphs. Her verv’ posture as a while ivoiTkm involves her in 
a tan^ii^le of deceptions, her success measured primarily in 
terms of her ability to dective. first in the home, then in the 
ScX’ial order. Of all the characiers, Skvrah-Jjme assumes I he 
most consummaie ''inask'j as Michael Istern points out, 
•"Sa rah- Jane's passinji; for white is the original 'imitation af 
life' that defined the title-"'* 

The ensuing filial conflict is mt^re intense, more reCitgni/- 


ably part of mohxJrama, than the clash betw'een Susie and 
her mother. The nia^^r crisis in Susie's life (her infatuation 
w ith Steve Archer) n.'stilves itself in a brief sp,it and an all- 
e\|;X'nsc‘h paid move tta college. But ft^r Annie, there is nc^ 
convenient resolution, none of Sirk's "magical 
coincidences ta resolve the dilemma. Nar is there a mate 
lover forever patient an the sideline's. Annie faces the very 
real U^ss af her daughter, her only lift‘-sup|Hirl- To reclaim 
Sarah-Jane, li means traipsing off alone into the 'whiles 
only' sec tians of the cities When thiy mtvl for the last time, 
mother and daughter w'ork txit terms for a sc-pa ration that 
will hc^ to all purptiM's, irrevixable. Unlike Lv^ra, Annie can- 
not discover the simple svUulion. In the magical kmgdi>m of 
the wealthy whiii's. any stirt of malnidy is inconceivable — 
in Annie's lesser kingdom, heartbreak over barahd*'*^*-' 
induces her final deterii>raiion in health. The melo- of 
Annie's story contradicts the implausible fantasy af the 
while women's sucev'ss myth. Illness, enirapment. depriva- 
tion — motifs cammtrnly ass4xiattd with the ivoman's film 
“ place Annie's stiiry wilhin a different, even opposing, 
frame of conventions 

Does Annie ultimately tall viclim to the American 
Dream? The film — and Sirk's career — ends with tpfie *.‘4 hli^ 
miysl elalx^rate sti-piisri^, a funeral st^rvice and procession 


l.Mnd Tumrr dUd Irphin G^viin in ef f.ifr 
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Ihdi is di!ictinciTtih|i in its opulence We have came to dis- 
trust any show o( t \tra\ ag^nce in ihv film and Sirk is faced 
Hiih the pri>hlein of heightening; the emo^hm of the finale in 
accordance with generic convention without withdrawing 
our sympathy from a woman wtwv ak>ne in the film, lives a 
life unaffected hy 'imitation/ We are so draw-n to Annie 
thn>ugh Juanita Mcxve s performance that we do not nL^lly 
want to our admiration betrayed But the funeral is, to 
a]] intentions, a celebration, a final cc^nfirmation of Annie's 
n?ligi<,njs bt^liefs. CXir wedding day and the day we die are 
thi' great e\ ents of life/' Annie maintains; 

"I wani to go the way J planned, especially the four 

W'hite hiirsesp and a hand playing — no mourning. Hut 

proud and high stepping, like I was going to ^\ory ^ 

Sirk actually mi ligates the intensity^ of Annie's request — in 
Ihe onginal film, her prototype Di^lilah prolitis her funeral 
in much niofe grandiii?^ terms Bi^th Mahalia Jacks<Lin's 
spiritual and the minister's oratory' iniensifv the notion of 
“going home to live w ith my the crowd of onksilw^rs 

from Annie's parish give her an importance in the world 
that we have not anticipated fn>m the preceding narrative. 
ThtTe are nti crane or high overhead shots ti> accentuate the 
specljcle las in the 1^34 version) — the famous 'w'indow' 
shots' (the camera posittEinetl behind a store w indiiw^ along 
the streit) tend to adorn, even beautify, the while horses 
and the luneral carriage The prwession itself, a style of 
bUfk luneral associated with New Orleans, seems obsoh'te,^ 
place in the modiTii metropolis. Wk* are left with the 
final irony of a materialistic cullure: the very 'bigness' of the 
funeral listens ihly comptmsa!*^ for Annie's depriv ation and 
social Im mobility. 

The funeral placets the ending of nf Life securely 

in Ihe tradition of mehnlrama — it is the 'deus ev machine' 
that rt‘M>fves, hi>WH*ver slightly, Ihe conflicts left i>pim in the 
lurralive The ending reslort> the family uni I and reinstau^s 
lot A as a mother figure w ithout depriving her of the carv-vr 
goals previoiisJy attained. Neiw she appisirs to regain the 
humanity sc^t aside in the leap into sianiom. With a more 
forgiving Susie and a reptmtant Sarah Jane, Lora, in her 
finai shot in the film, reaches out to both girls. For a 
iruutienf, Lora becomes the ct^mplete emNdiment ^if the 
AineriE,an rXeam a celebritv w’ith 'the bt‘st ii'f everv'thing' 
jjid a mother on the same level as the ordinary woman 
viewer in ihe audienct'. Public achievement and pt^rsonal 
happiness come magically togeiher. 

"ivi the happint^s of the ending is only a further 'imita- 
tion.' While il is fH>ssible lo take ihe conclusion literally, girk 
himn^rf suggests a dtvjvr lev el of meaning. 

^ ou siTise it's hopeless, even though in a very^ txire and 
brief little scene afterwards, the happy lum is being indi 
cated K very thing swtns to K* t>K. but you well know it 
isn't. Htit just drawing oul the characters, you certainiv 
could get a Storys — along the lines of hopt lessnt'ss, of 
Oiurstv^- 

Lira's tivation to stardom is, in fact, a familiar n^otif in the 


eeU'brity myth lhal suslains her character. \ow that she has 
broken into movies, ii is likely that she ' will forget about 
her daughter again, and continue as the kind of actress she 
has been hi'fore- Sarah- Jane, playetl with gntsit feeling by 
Susan Kohner, is in an even mon.* "hopi'less " situation. She 
has already turned her Ivack on Miss Lira's housc^hold and 
on the black community. Any k^sening of her lifi^ambilion 
seems unlikely. She is one of Sink's 'neurotic’ characters, 
given over to a consuming ambition — like Rsick Hudsim in 
both Obstr^sstoft and Halik }(ymti and, in a more 

pt'rvers*' sense, the Koberl Stack characters in WriPcn tm iht- 
Wmti and Tfic As for Steve Archer and 

Susie, there is so little intensity to their piminalili^-s that 
they will prt^umahly after their da>ams as quickly as their 
life situa E ion d ema nds. 

The anificialiry of the ending, however, ctirr^s ponds to 
the larger thematic of fH^(^^l;al^l li Nothing is as it sixmsr 
or even as it cinjld he. Sirk is a tilmmaker whti, like Frank 
Capra, can delineate the Dream, capturt* it^ essences, yet 
expose its inherent myths at the same time Sv>me crilich 
have already nested how IXiuglas Sirk extends an esstmlial 
Fitzgerald motif — the airruption of the Amencan Dream 
— inki a conlempi>rar> persptvtive. The L>ream is as in sub- 
^tantial in the Sirk cinema as in Tfie Gn^f Gi/fshy, possible 
only in a system of artifice, ultimalely unrewarding and, in 
the case ol Annie Johnson. wXose story prvw'ides ihe true 
substance to the film, exclusive and disknalmg. WLit slill 
impresses about Imtiatum of Ufv is its oppiP^^ilion of 
American myth and American mekxirama — and as the 
racial issue will further div'ide the country^ in Ihe IMfitris, il 
reveals how far rxwoved America is from realizing "the last 
and greatt^l of all human dreams/' 

Stem, p. 1^1 . 

in Molly from Kfivti-mr hr iChicaco: l/niverMtv o| 
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El In ihv VL^hin ef rf LrlV, I>-|iL,ih ldL> Ik-A '"And J dti 

want a priHi:i.^>nKn I hijpi- 4 lt ihi.- Lidgi^ turn eut in tull And J h-t|x- 
Il den I Til in. I wani lo iihxi mv maki-f u ilh plenty -4 hdnd% pi^yinf*. I 
w*nl lo ride up tts tusw^n in a whin* veivtl hi^jtrw. Mlk l■eEvt^, purple 
sal in ihe cj^Lirt I want Ihetn UAk.%' Uy bulge nmt 

And anolher ihing. I wanf hurit-K lo tlw \ don it IiLa- iEr- fvmi-ll of 

gaMHine" 

12. tialljiiiy. p. D2. 

1 .1. riailiday, p T?2. 


Bjbdockaphv 

IStT, KiiThdriJ. Shirs, U>ndon; BFl I’lihlishini;. I97»#, 

M.)]|id.iy, Jon And Sirk, Shk «fri Siri. I^indon: St^-ker 

iind Wiirtiurp, 1V72, 

}f.iski‘]|, Molly, ^nppfi finn’m-ikc lo iiti/n'. t hicami: Um^'ersitv 
ot C Kilm^o I ’rv!is, 1474, 

Sirk, I3iiUj;|,is dir. ImihiiioH of Itfc VVilh |..ina Turner .ind 
John C:.lvin. UiiiviTSiil-IntertUition.il, 1454, 

Stjhl, John, dir. fmitiituw Ufc With Claudette CoJK'rt t^nd 
VVaiTL'ii VVilliam. Uriiversiil ly M. 

Stern, Mich.u'l. Dunylrfs Sirk. Hustim: Tiv.ivnf I’uMishers 
1474. ' 


r <' n # 4C T 4 • 1*^1 


'3 



I Avant to see Ihe home movies that wea^ never made. 

I in wjIlK liII Ihf fdinity numionis th.it nvwT rtinidr it to 
KiKhitrhroitH- kt^uljr H. I think KtMJjik wnuld th^il 

rich !i.ilurLittsJ coltturs would bf.iuh hilly ibi* dtH?p 

grwni^ .ind of a ^wolt^■n bmiso, or Ciiptisr^.^ the tost i to 

m<HHl ol glisleninj; rod hknKl tho l ir^in w bito sni.ill 

Uvth. VVitb ri iiltlo pljnnin^, tbo tti<shipuLitinn ^ind bmt.ility of 
fcimilijl r^po, inaij-h *irid no|i;3t‘ct could bo cleverly conipisod 
inlo ii 4 rrLitives — the rich n^ustnius momorios f^ii^srEWto^-d to 
never fsidv if you simply reniofcnlH'r to .id just the filters i^nd 
hf^blin^ for lhi>S4.‘ shots you tire forad li' tiiko indoors 

An? home mmiisi re.illv moviL^i himio? Or .ire ihttsi^ 

nmvies to home whiit Ctiiined l^iuj^hter is kt mirth? Ihji is^ 
home movies^ like CLinnv^i IdughUT. ore indexic.il s]>;ns which 
drnw our dt ten lion to the elusive sign if tens of shared goixi 
timt's flnd sdfe loving homes. Home mtn ies dre iinderstotid to 
bc^ K'liign glimpsc*s into a corefriv time when hotli the children 
and ptirtmts were younger, their relationships unsullitd by I he 
com plica I ions of aduit life. These ghwls of paitnts and siblings 
that drifl out ot proftstors and shimmer acrtiss nun ie scrtvns 
CiUJ|dn"t peissibly ridicule, terrorise, beat and ab,indi>n. 1'hes*,‘ 
are K<H3ak fa mil it's, and Kiniak familtf^s jusi smile, smile, smile, 
Home is where the lie lives. 


Home didn't exist the way it appears on film. The film that 




t2 ri 









It 




iiififl 


is my play^ in ^p\i\ screen synchfimkitv with the 

pfnfe^.lnr Al IH friinies-per-seciird \ WHtch thaK family 
iitninJ the Chrtsimas tree. I see myself in Christma^h cli^he^ 
«ihilLn]i> and chewing gum. Syddenly, the film me stops 
chewing and smiling. J'm rt^tonJed kH>king fixver and emo- 
tionless The film runs out. Bui the proitsTtur in my 
head continues m play I he other film, com- 
pile with si>und, that record^xi ^ j * |]i 

the mmment that made me 
slop chewing and smiling. 

The film in my mind cap- 
tured the erying children 
and the stinging blows — 
m had committed iht^ crime 
of changing our clothes 
before the reci^rding of the 
timily Christmas was com- 
plete. "Come dowm the 
itairs with your presents 
and smile gEsJ-damn it, iCs 
CKrislmas.” What w'outd 
people think if it was 
Chrisimas and the kids 
iveien't smiling? 

I have been Imked aivay 
in small canisters^ trap^xd 
forever w ith an abusiT. e, 
oncanng family. I am afraid i^f M»ynd. 

My fear of wnind is a result ni the claustrophobic terror that 
HjfhKatid me in tbi' darkeiltsJ rtHims of my parents' home 
IS I strained against the wall of silence listening for the 
lounds that sfumld have aceom^SiiniiL'd those h^ime movit^. I 
am afraid lhat tme day I will haie to listen to theMmnd that 
wasn't recorded. I am afraid that someday thi-mv ghi^sts, rt‘h 
egaUsJ to the ossuary, will regain their muted voices and 
with their fmd breath will come tKi« dt^stmetion tif the care- 
fully manicuretl familial lie And where will that leave me? 
If my family histt>ry is a lie, W'hal am I? 

KtxJak has nx’i.“ntlv abandoned the now' barren Kt^gular H 
to join its voting prolific family of videti. KixJak is like all 
the fathers who tx^come bored because their child /wife /toy 
his k»st its novelty, or ability to please. Ksxlak controls who 
leinembtTs what and how'. The camera was alw^avs dad's 
to)'. iLs magkal ability to recEird was kept away intm chil- 
dren and mom, ensuring that a fantasy family is the one 
ivtaint^d for ptisterity's silke. In collusisin with Kodak, dad 
fftsurtd the film memorit*s wi^uld mirn>r a piwihve image 
Df him, unnAHm behind the lens, as saintetl provider and con- 
fidant k'ornmandant?). The family recorded in his image 
swiiles stiffly back. 

The* mythical Adam and Eve iven' escpc'lled from Eden 
because they gained a forbidden consciousness of them* 
(til'll. This myth, repeatixi to each new generation and 
nalfirmeiui to the old, reveals a promise simitar lo that of the 
nuclear family mylh: yiHi can have ever^'thing vx>u want, if 
you are willing lo endure complete siirrcmder of self. This 
turrender of a consciousness sif one's self allows the false* 

fheien tnam Umv fo lidrsi .VfneM'!i, rjcrnun KodAk Cnrtip^ny, 

lachMl^r, N,V, 
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images ot home miwies ii> become an honesi reflection E»f 
life within the family. If you are willing lo surrender the 
kiHiw ledge you have of your life at hi^me, the one which is 
absent from thi.>se Kodak moments, vt^u will be reward^sJ 
w'lih the family you always w'anted. One that can.d for and 
about you. One that didn't fight, punish and condemn 
However, if you challenge that image of yourself on the 
screen, if yx>u rt^fuse to provide ci>mp]ete subonlination, the 
pmmisHL^of the family become null and void. 

They didn't record those mernt>nes for naught. I^dures 
don't he, but humans do and will. It is diffiadt lo convince 
even yourself that the evil that existed in dav to day life 
really did exist if the vacations, birthdays and holidays are 
spotless reflections of a happy, contented family. "Now it 
couldn't have been so bad, remem txT lhat movie of your 
birthday?" One moment stands as a representation of all 
moments. But I know what hpippened when the camera 
slEip|.x\l rolling. Life in a gulag may ha^ ean i>dd moment of 
relief; these miiments, howeA-er, are mvt the ones lhal haunt 
the S4>ul and destroy human spirit. Thev are all ti>o briet 
escapt's fnvm pain, torture and htimiliatiim. 

I wan I to see all ihe home mo% ies that were never made 
Use ytnjr mouth I he Wniy a pnijector uses a lens, and let the 
real home nuivk-s play. 
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Ray's Mahanagar 

AR Alt CHOOSES INTEGRITY 
OVER SECURITY 




Just o fi“w months t>n April 
24, 1 Siityajit Ray — artist 
writoraiid filmmaker — died in 
his seventieth year. 

In this article \ am e54amiiiiTij^ 
what I consider is the meaning 
and purpt>se of Kay^s eievcnth 
fiim^ Mtvhumi^iir ('The Great City'); 
I believe Ray wanted to prt^sent an 
intimate portrait of Bengali family 
life in transition from traditkmal 
to modem ways. After giving a 
brief outline of Ray's life and work 
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to tht* contujst for this work, I 
will discuss aspects of the life tif a 
woman in a lienf^ali himily- Asa 
basis lor this section^ I nm iisin|> a 
view[>t>itit on Bengali culture 
derived largely from a ctiurse 1 
tiKik in 1987 with Professor 
Nabanet'la IXw Sen.* Next, I will 
comment on the characters in 

in relatiim t<L> the cultur- 
al thtxvry just presented, then 
examine the film as an aesthetic 
work, and a social document. 


A Brjef Look at Ray's Liu Arvo Work 

VVht> h-at. Sit ya jit KtWr and what was Intern.iEit^nal lilmS 

ififluenwon him and hi;^ inllLKmct* on it? Je.iri Renintsaid 

he itpynd Salvaitt KayS understanding el Western an 
and civili/atien "fantastic. ' ludecxln Ray's htuIiumI inhere 
lance is made up of a rich blend of Indian and WiSKtem 
Erudition. heightentsJ hy Ehe closeness to I he Tagores and 
Ehe creaiive genius uE his grandfather and lather. To this 
he addl'd an impi^rlant sErand with his lifelong passion 
Ei>r WiSitetn classical music. fVrhaps it is the main deter- 
minant in his stmse of sEruclun.', form and rhythm. iDas 
Ckipta Cnie-nni 

Rav came from an ilhistriiHis family in West Bmiigal who 
helped U* bring abouE whal is known as the Bengalt 
Kenaiss^mce which bt^aii tn ihe ninelwnth century and last- 
id till [he early iwimlieth century. For approximately ui hun- 
dnsi yi^ars, Bi ngalis' nyt*s were based on the nineliHmth 
cetnuiy maxim: 

Speak in Knglish, think in Fiiglishn dream in English'. 
(Das Gupta 

KahindrHinaEh Tagore, the nmeliH’nlh ivnturv phiUtsopher- 
poc‘t. was a f riend of I he family, and Kay's grandfather, 
father and mol her all had artistic ability. After Kay gradual- 
I'd tri>r»^ CalcutEa University in economics, he w^ent to 
biintiniketan, Tagore's universilv, w'here he siudi^'^l w ith 
painters, musicians, and wTilers tof tW'i;i and a half years. 

Returning to C alculta, Kay worked for an English adver* 
Using firm and did two things particularly significant for his 
future. In 1*^47, the year i^f India's independence fri>m 
Britain, he heEptsJ establish the Calcutta Film Society, w hich 
screemsi foreign films, and in 1^50, in l.ondon, when he 
wsis ivorking I here for six monEhs, he saw 44 films. In other 
W ords, Kay taiighE himself filmmaking by i.'k'tsv ^pbser^ atiim 
— he used lo take notis at films on "^cuEling, lighting, and 
use of music" llVyce n). He also made a practice of writing 
screenplays fo-r lilerarx' wi^rks he knew wim* bt4ng nidapled 
ti>r the sertvn, then going Eii I he films and comparing his 
version ivilh what he saw and heard 

Fie was familiar vvith stime film Ihetsry writing; he met 
and W'orktxl lor lean Rentnr when he was filming 7‘fii' 

U45I) in India, and had both him and Pudo^ kin come to 
speak at the Calcutta F'ilm SiHleEv; and he saw and particu- 
larly adminsi the films of the Italian ncorealists: 

When he saw’ DeFiica's jBiciA'fc Thu^f, he was Conv inced 

I. Hie inItirni.iULip iMtinsJi.-^ Inw ards tlw whiiih [ 

hni^v m I his pj fx^r th Inmi Iwluh-t gki t-n Pnrfi^sr N^lts^neelA 

H^-n LsS Ow- IX'partmi'Fil nf Cnmparailive Literdturn, |.idai'pijr 
UniverMtv. C'alculta^ in htr iiiursf. "Tlw E^-tiigiih WnmaTi' Svitibels and 
MiH:a|:»tiijr*“ M Ehe Sir Eh InkTr^Uinral Summit InsIlEuEe fisr St’iriin riic 
and Slnii.i:uN>l SEudiitS' kir hi-ld .lE Ehi- C.!n v nf TinTciTiti» in 

lunt' ISft7 

I rikm itik^ p!iml im, Ehi> i nELirm.! Einn, whu'li prui Kk^ a tsiikj^nimnd 
hpr Ehe lulEural l.mdervt,i ni.li n>; i.*\ S Hiiv Eilms. will bi^ irvtliuEisj by 
Pnik'^MH [X‘i S-n s ruime in br.u kiKs — (TX'-i St-m — jbllnhWirs tth^Eitt 
a] Irnni iil'iEik I hn^k iluring ht-f cnyrM’ 


thnil iJea oi non-piDfi'ssii^ruil ^clors .ind shix^E- 

in^ mainly dut^idi' I he artificial studio ‘H?tting,s in natural 
liphl was entirfly feasible. These ideaSr which ho had 
cntertairitsi well before his onaninter wilh Italian noort'- 
iihsiriH Were to revolulioni/o serious filmmakin]^ in India. 
(Nyceii) 

When \L^y anti his ert^w hk^im making his tirsi film Patiier 
Pittu ^Uih tSon^ of [ho Little Rivid) in 1^50, most of them had 
no experienc^^ in film making. Bui Ray had drawn sketches 
of the whole movie, nhi>t by shtyt S4> that "They learned as 
they went along ^ — and produced a masterpiece" <Nyce 71. 

Lventualfy the excellence of Ray's films was recognized 
ivi>rldwide, even thimgh in language they were not easily 
accessible to other parts of India, let alone the rest of the 
world: 

Kay 's gifts |are| as a ptirtrayer of the commonality which 
underlini^ human behaviour in different culture*. {Myce 

Ray portrays the particuiar — stories about Bengalis ~ 
shows us the uni%'ersal — matters common to the w'hole 
human race. 

I Kay's I humanism is a direct product of Tagorean" 
Cihandian compassion which risc^ above national and 
pa rtis.in considerations... Ray has siwetimes been criti- 
cisexi for showing India's piwerty abriiad. but in his uni- 
vefNiil vision, tlu' poverty m fatalism of an Indian some- 
how' turns into the silent suffering of all mankind. IsicI 
tDasCpiipta 80> 

In Ray i* shiiwong us social change in m4.K!ertii 

India, the upheaval caus^^d by a middle-class woman's 
mt>vement froin her htsme into the world of w^ork fiw p.iy. 
More particularly Ray sbow^s us what happens m a Bengali 
fa mi tv when a woman — wife> molher^ and in-law — 
begins to diverge from the traditional cultural path. The 
story is about changing gender rtsles and values in a conMT- 
vative society 


Tin Blncali (or Indian^ Woman 

To understand Mahafiai^^r^ it is necessary tt^ know some- 
thing of the culture in this a>n.ser\'ative society. During the 
Bengali Renaissance men fell it their responsibility to 
improve ihe very low petition of w^omen in their s<x1ety, as 
we scv in Nikhirs attitude toward his w^ife, Bimila, in Ray's 
Tfic f/ifppic itmi the VVarfd which was based on a story by 
Tagore. There w'as an attempt on the p*iri of those in power, 
men. to emptiwer the ptm'erless, women. One of the ways 
Ray was influenced by this thinking about equality, or the 
lack of it, is in the number of films he made in w hich 
w'lmien are either Ihe main^ or very important, characters. 
!k*ginning with rV?’! (The Gixldesst (l^^K and TfTO iMpimm 
(T hrtv r>aughlers) (.l^bl), and continuing with Mai^MPiflyar 
(jSP|i3J, (The I onely Wife) D^), and, twenty 


vears later, Giwrc fkrm' (The Home and the World) (l'^H4t,^ 
Kay depicts women and their circumstances em pathetically. 

Women in Bengal, and India generally, were, and still 
are, siTiind class citizens. As is ihe situation in many soci- 
eties in the wt^rld, male rather than female children are pre- 
ferred, and the traditions and structures of the culture 
affirm men as more worthwhile than wi>men (l>?v Sent. 
Misiigyny i.s systemic but, because humans tend in accept 
their traditions without question, it is largely invisible. 

Thus, in Mahtim^ar we find a Bengali family in Calcutta 
feeling the strain caused hy change, Ray's fav»hiethi‘me: 

Ray pKiinled out to Marie Seton I a film historian and 
Ray's biographeTl that all his films are "Voncemeti w'ith 
Ihe new- versus iIh' old."^ (iSJyce 3) 

The central con flic! in Maham^nr centers around Arali and 
her family's attitude mward her going ouiside her home to 
find work fur pay. The only pts^plu whcp are happy she is 
doing this are, a I first, her husband Subrala, and her 14- 
year-old sister-in-law, Bani. The others — Arati and 
S<ihrala*s young s^in, Pintu, and Arali's In-laiivs, f^riyagtipal 
and Sarojini — art' upset by her working away from ht>me, 
even though it w'as ntvt her idea in the first place — Subrala 
suggested it; and even though they pn>fil by it — besides 
helping her family meet its financial obligations Arati buys 
small gifts for each of them with her firs! f’siy i heque. 

What IS the problem. If any ivith a married Bengali 
wt>man's taking a paying job ouiside her horned Sub rata 
summarizes many wxietk'^s' answer to thequc'sHon w hen he 
savs lo Arati, in English, "'A woman"* place is in the home" 
17 ): 

Eicpn'SM*d in HnglLsh as it is in the film, the pnwerb gives 
Ihe weslern viewer a small |tilt, but it is an authentic 
sample of a Victorian value system that still nxssts m 
inoreorihihJoin circles in Bengal. 'You cannot transbte it,' 
says Kay, ^it's pithy.' Significantly, he wanted the 
English title of the film to bn.' A tVemjni'jE Pffric instead of 
The Et^ Cili/t but the idea did not catch nn. (Robins4in 

Kobinstm is suggesting here that, for the miist part, this atti- 
tude tow'ards woman's 'pn>per' sphere lias changisJ, but in 
her I4g7 course, ^The Bengali Woman: Symbols and 
Metaphors,'" Dev Sen presented evidence Its indicate this 
was not so. She says thal the life of the upper caste Bengali 
woman in particular is still circumscriN'd by many role 
expectations, and even the life of the lower- middle-class 
woman like Arali, in basic ways remains as it w^as. 

The Bengali /India II view of women is thal their charac- 
ter is passive, their actions art' sexuah their duik's rt'late to 
the fuius^'hold, and their spact' is indtx^rs - in the kitchen 
and the bedrtKiin. A Hk-ngah wi>man lives under Ihe ctmlrol 
of men — her fatht't, husband and A married w»man 
has the highest ranking position: she has a husband, where^ 
as a wndi>w- di>es not. and iherefore is not valued bcvdiise 
she canniit bretxf. A husband k^s w^mian is 'a Kirren tree' 
and thn>ugh various ojstoms a widow's wilbti»-live is done 


34 rl 


t 


41 

ly. 

lill 

d- 

ft- 

ire 

n). 

m 


nd 

ith 


nd 

ID 

'.m 

14 - 

nd 

pd 

K, 

ltd 

1 » 

lys 

dli 

ltd 

he 


iTS 

itk 

in 

it; 

tKe 

of 

m 


lit- 
; in 
nd 
his 
;dli 
ole 


ic- 

to 

len 

:iol 

win 

IT- 

jse 

w' 

me 


dvifdV with !i4> thal, evL'n ihinJ^h or widow homing, 

now otticLilly lorbiddoin, tht^ ciilturLi] ^till is, 'Your 

hte IS over." (IX'v Sen) 

CarUHHis And illustriitions in Ek^n^oli *ioiiolv depicE j 
'good wom^n' .is modosi .ind oriental in looks .ind 
behai iouT, bill a "bAd woni.iiV is immiHiesl jnd VVi.-^u>rn 
I: looking. U.id w^timon havi* short h^iir and scanly bhiusesn 

and wear d^rk lipstick. They Are Circe- or ivitcH-like. 
Another distimiion K'twwn the gsHni and the kid w'orruin 
I in tk^ng.il is th.il the tomier is a dt^mestic person* and the 
latter* an outsider, a perstni who is out in opi'n spaci% fii>t 
protecliHJ or supen tsi.>d by any man.^ SlX'vS-nl 

It a W'omAn's identity is thiiughi to K' bound up in being 
a means to various ends fi>r a man, then an -unprotixted' 
wiiman. one w^ho dot's ni>t bt^long' to a man, is an anotnalv 
Tht're is a pn'scnbi.'d cultural n^le widivws are e^pttrted to 
play, bul a divorcee Iso-called) is problematic in that tradi- 
tk¥iatly there is no n^te tor her. She does ntn fit the cultural 
system sti that no oivi' knows w hat to do with her, or about 
her. She Ls an emKirrassmentH and perhaps even a danger lo 
stKiiny since she is not 'contained' se\ua!i3y. 

An Indian saying aKiut a wite i;^ "'ll she is kepi husv all tlu- 
I time, the question of her misbehaviour does mvt aris^^." That 
the misK'ha\ iimr relenresl to is sexual is Indicatid hv another 
Indian solving: "A woman diies not consider age or Unsks in a 
mati; she has sex wi I h anyi>nt' sh*,' can find . t Dvv Sen ) 

The Ix'liel that a woman, if not restrainisJ, that is, con- 


2. S^Ti e^pljjn> thjt thi- Mifv Inik-^ iti emphj>i/i-^ this ttivtirik 

lion ts^n Ihi' Indian,-' ani! lln- 'nnOide' w.imfln hx' Tht- stLjrv 
iilly it’lls iH ii ncifi ^ inHiilEii,3n inle Ik- world Any womjn in thi- %.ti.irv o 
u-hUjUy LHtk-r Ik- M.-nJtT. ^sr ihe pn/i- A werrun gihxJ il kt rnk ih 
^H 1 d Kid if k-r n.Ai'- is aOiie. 

FtPP iiKljme. in «ino ^lorv J kinfi hunling, rm^-K j damwl in 
Ji>lns'». 4iiil her Kune She Kintshi^^ tK? quix^n whit h.ul kirn a 

son. (ht-n Ik- ^tiihles K-gin lo empO — r^ne irn^re ^niiruil giini- i“\erx 
ni^hl — jnd ps»pk' k-^in liii di>apyx^ar Ilsi. The kinj^ kHium^ 
and ^igpwl iind the new quis-n is Ihi- rp-jl mfet-r Shr ifH- printe Ea 

Jjnp-riKus bnd to bring Mimt-lhing bJitt litf lii-r fh- lights de!mon^i .ind, 
h\ hei go.-.i't ^ks. k. fnjrugi’^ Ut return Me brirtr^'i Kuk .i nrirwe*.^, ik- 
kiJ quien %\ ii^rEurixt jnd kitlisJ hy king hufiisl iiloe. ond I he eld 
qLh^'ik is reMiiinsi! 

Thn lair^- tjle is a sl^iiy akrut iipJef. ihc-n di^^irder wk-n an ikulsider 
ififrudi-N . reversing ik^ ntirnul pKwiT refill ions, sind ihen iknJi^ again , j 
riiit uniisitiif iKTm-. The king fiiiK fis ktx"p his kingdom under his om- 
irtp| hul miiruigi-s ie is.*>*i!in p^wp-r thniugh his wm S he kid qiitSTi w'a*, 
iitniiillv a dehtimani^isJ demnn -^k’ was ealing I he iinimiih, 'mldn'r’. 
iind wrvants. she wa^ hhn-wd. lalw iinJ demanding, and vhe madi' 
-hUJliT Thi- ginxl pin the^gheT hand, eit-n w hen ‘•.k- 

banished. hvisJ in. a >1111 \h*r huilt herwft w'lthin I he len fi np-^ the 
t murt. ruHi L^ul in I he w'urfkf ; nhe was ik- n^ptkf a ssin, ^k- wa-* O^li- 
ginu^, !H 4 ^Lt-viLrilh. mg. ^utir«k' and KiiH“^t, .ini .1 she ^ultb-nsJ kpr mihiH v. 

J think .^'Lrfiijnij_ifdj' is winiewki.E like j mixIiTn ^ler^ion ihi^ lairi 
tale in Ifial Ihefe i*i reEiitive ordp-r al ihe K’ginning. then di-rfifdiT iO 
Aral! hegi||ih kp w^rk inpOiJe weff a> inside Ihe knth-. I hen isrdtT 
jgiin M Ihe em.! i]** both Siihrala and A rati a<sepl her tw-w 'iputside' 
j.X'^itiLin . .Arati. with the in ik'* himw.'-' and imiKiii'i' tin' kpriH,' rfin-ii^ ^il 
hi*T life, ilni^ ‘tiimtnnr.-s ihe rok'-^ id Ihe gpnnJ' and tk' Kid" w^miHiin a 
Ji*p.irl nrt' tnnti the Iraditem in whiuh a WL'nian wa^i tkiirlv one lAfieer 
lhi‘ LJthii- Tk- roundt.dn4«.s id hit rhatasU-r and Ik- eompk-^itv rnl tk' 
■aiHrf'v linerelkxl kav's intb're^t in dejsiO 1 ng wimien real islu a N v 
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hnt'd to ihu home or kopl busy, will 'run witJ' !H>!vuaHy h 
one of I ho assumptions underlying the cultural values 
implivit in (he pinm^th: "A woman' h place is in tht' home/'^ 
The yrnssi bilily the belief involves pm|eclion by men is sup- 
ported by this description id what miyiif happen lo a 
woman who venturi^ i>ut: 

Ver>^ few I lindu wivt^ are allowed to move fr\*qiiently 
out of I heir hi^mes, or can themsc'lves dare to do so, 
htr of ^^xutiUu wiew on ihe icwy, or in pui>ifC 

i'otmyath'i^. They prett^r to stay a I home, buy vegetables 
from stris-'t \ endi»rs, liKik alter I he children, cotik for the 
family^ obst^rv^e religious fasts ft^r the well-being of I heir 
husbands and try ti> be giHvd wii'es. (emphasis added) 
(|ha7Si 

Like many other cultures an>und the w^orld, India promo I- 
gait's this myth oi female promiscuity aiKi sexual insatuibili- 
ty ti^ ratiipnali/e its Ctmtn^l over its wt^men.-* When a hus- 
band asks a w'ife w'ht^her she has been gulping water while 
taking a bath, the imagery of the metaphi,)f may soggt^t the 
prts.iousni'ss of water in a lua counlry. Bui the husband is 
really ini|uinng w'ht*ther his w'ife is involved w'llh ani>ther 
man. The metaphor is an image for .sexual cheating. {Dl'v 
&t‘nS 

One writer evplanis the Indian pmiccupation with bv\ 
thus: 

What makes I Indian culture I unic^ue-^ among I he eultun.'s 
of ihe w»rid is that it has consiructid a w'ondertul edifice 
oi encompassing sysfems of philosophy and cedes of 
moral and social conduct w'hich, though seemingly 
designed to servv siKial and mitral purposes, arx^ SjH'CU- 
lative fabricatiivns in I hi' justification and glorification tT# 
sim^ual pleasure ..Ihe activities of the Indian people are 
amcemed with things that, directly or indirectly^ satisfy 
sensual pleasure; kxid, sex (bt^th marilal and extra -mari- 
tally a house, gadgets, money, propx'riy, and on. -.But 
the most overwhelming, as w'ell as the inlensest of all 
sensual pleasures, is naturally the pleasure of sexual 
union, which fuse's and, at ihe same timi\ transcends 
them all. It is, fhi refore, undershmdable why, unlike any 
other ancient culture of the workilntf, sexual unitm occu- 
pies tht' mtsst central place in ancient Indian cosmology, 
religiim, philosi^phy and culture. (Jha 2“4S 

If w'hat I ha calls 'sensual -sexual pleasure' is the purpttse of 
life tn^m Ihe Indian ptnnt of vieWy rather lhan work as in the 
West* then we w'ould expect to find Indian siKiety orga-^ 
nized in sueh a way ^s to ensure the fultillment of that pur- 
poH-. in actual fact, it is organized so that muifes can achieve 
I ha I pleasure since one of its basic principles is lhat men 
pKissess and contri>l womens ”A Bi>ngali woman exists tt^ 
please* a man." 

The bulk of the Indian film indusiry caters to thi' picture of 
the female as the u illing folli>wc'r of male- made rules about 
the purpsM^ of her life. In si>ng-and -dance films'^ the matter of 
tern ale identity is ignored and instead the question of an 
'appropriate' role for w omen as ad ju nets to men is addrosLsed; 


From tradition and custom, remforcect over Ihe centuries 
by mythology and all the arts, the urban male has inher- 
ited the ideal oi the father- wxsrshi ping. bn>t her- worship- 
ing, husband- worshiping Indian woman. She is the 
bai itri of Indian mythology, endlessly nt'incarnatcxJ in 
sti>ry heroines. Inlellectually, he now' rejects this ideal 
emotionally, too, he is drawn to another image — the 
modern girl, tret»-thinking. accessible, sc'xuatly alluring, 
insistent on her owm say in ma tiers of romance — an 
international image that has a basis in fact and is also 
conslantly underscortsJ by the modem media, including 
advertising. The yi^ung Indian male w'ould like such a 
girl, yet her independence threatens his ego, so well forti- 
fied by Eradition. The Indian film lets him have his cake 
and eat it. A yi>ung film heroine, modern enough to 
chi,KnH^ her husband herself and often K^hs^ving with an 
exubtTant irtformaltlyH will after marriage fall at Ihe feet 
of her husbanil and call him her ^'Kankanda [3t'ivam" — 
the palpable gid. This female stereo! ype,^ fusing old and 
neWi', satisfii.'s tvoth the male libido and supc'rego'. The 
gtd ntH*ds svTmwne to worship him, not just love him. 
Film provides her. Sdtish Bahadur calls her '"fkivitri in 
slacks." (Biimouw' & Krlshnaswamy 

Theefh'Ct ot this cuUurail message on women is to give them 
a k>w' self-image. Because they are treated as objects, they 
do not believe they are w'orth any I King, (n ihe Ihird 

film oi Rya's Ttvn kViPiyj^ iryptich, a mother commisc'rates 
w'ilh her newlywed daughter, depressed bc'cause she did 
nol w ant ttT marry': 

"l^in'i cry, little one, please. Tears cannot help us. IXm't 
cry. buch is our fate. We're like refuse floating on the 
river We have nt^hing — we are nothing. That is w’hy 
everyone scom.>i u.«^." fsubtitk'd diaktgue from 


Mahasmzar: 

Arati in Both thl Home and the World t 

A rati in MafNfPia^iijfir is unusual, then, in that she clearly val- I 

lies herself, going about her duties al hi^me with composure * 
because she know^s she has an imptvrtaht function as the ^ 
emE^tional centre of the family. She cares for everyone — ^ 

Bani, her in-laws (she daily sees lo it that her father-in-law f 

lakes his iriisJication), Pintu and^ not least, Subrala. She is 
w^hal in Bengal is considered a 'gixid' wik-/worrLfm tuxause 
she is amcernn'd first of all for others rather than for herself 
tier attitude is showm in many small details of family life 
and her resptmsiveness to others. 

Even her positive reaction to Subrala's hint that she 
might Iwk for work for pay is evidence oi her being a 
'good' wufe. Till now', she has not thought of seeking 
employment outside her home. Bui once she realizes 
bubrala wishes she wijuld earn some income to help allevi- 
ate the family's financial distress, she dtx?ply desires to help^ 
and lakes Ihe necessary' steps. 

But the family reacts Xo her King employixl with confu- 
sion and anger. Subrata especially is caught betw'een his 
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relief [hat hv is n\A earning the whnle Inianeuil burden any- 
mori' and his ivish lo pleasi^ his part^nls and ct^nhirm tii (ra- 
dii ion: he prt^enils to his tat her it wms entirely A rati' s idea 
to a (kib. 

Subrata is deprt^sed be'eaLiM.' h^- help]t*ss aKiiit hts 
untenable pH^sition as prm ider Nsr so manv pt^opte. yet 
guilty that he is eneEPurHi^in^ Arati to get a jtsb. Evenluallv 
he succumbs lo custom, capitulaling in the ’"cEild w ar " S I3l 
t^ween hiinselt and his lather. To assuage his guilt, he* in 
turn, eserts pressure upon Arati, claiming that everyone iv 
miserable because she is going out to work. He will work 
part- as w'ell as tull-limer and she must resign. Kut the Ittss 
tif his ^>b changes his plans, although not his attitude: now 
he is threatened by Aratik role as pro\ ider. 

Up till this poinl, Arab s main a^ncern has K"en fVubrata 
(13) She is heallhy enimgh within hersell, however, and 
contident enough of her relatnmship with him, lhat, when 
he cxwtinues to act depressed, she proksts being put iii the 
dinible blind he has alii»w‘ed himwit to bt^ put in. Fri^m his 
ptTspective, it is giKKl that her ii>b brings in but, it is 

bad that Iei earn this money, she has stitpptd K'lng a 'gEhid' 

J. Hu- mteriLS.tBn|^ p.ninit hn^n- w Ikkl "'A Mieniiini> pljie is jh ih*' hHKrm'" 

4n LfTifir^Jr prui-n-rt". pi,i[ Ktij^jIi. er IndkinHlm' L.in EiiSierMHkntl. 

hhlEineHil wh.U k| is dnEFift fsirt iit iVngjli vultun' 

Bill' ihe ii ii\ wkil i'* il d^nn^ m fcnglish LuJliiri' .irisi.l tk' iiri*^wt'r 
IS. I| i\ imJitalive ei thf relf '^te(^i‘t'ltv|n nj: tlcil L^ pwirt dil thi* VVH,-N|fm 
oittrural hefilags' Trad i tssiiiillVr rntii have fell vufy trse le lei I ivenum 
whal iJit'Hr' should hi- diikikg kvilK Uw.'ir Loe^ 

4 In this riLgard \|L,hir>i tt* hi^ ivUe ESimjl.i m T'Jk' F Jaif li' 

4hJ are ll«- U-jh hrr thiiE pHniaFj, ihf pj.uUfi,i' nl 

k4t“pin)» wi>men m mvIumoh, Muj'lim, niiil llinLiu tk’ lo bty 

implving ih.il iht' MLJ>lim altilEisle ti.kWsirJ^ women is j lali- i-ril'fv^ lo 
tndiJTi L'ulturi:-, and tkiE thi.' more Luiltu rally jLillik-riliy HiltUude Ihi' 
Hindu Lirn' whiyh, in hl^ tkpimiHi. .ilhPkv^ wikm^-n more pt TSipn.il 
iJk^nt 

5 . 1 tijUis^Una thj s aknifc^nliiim th.-it ludinka tulEure was Enrii^Jii' tn nyiktag 
sesu jJ inkTcoursi' Ihk- omEer all Us It nrciv tsis y done so nnfri' 

llun iPthrf eulture^, IhiTi- 1 \ 1 ,-kidence to jJil fulOifi^ have 

k'^'n proikcupiivi wrEh I he m.'\ ad. In LJiT^rwitfle Is-uo. Apnl-lune, ewiT 
lEditipr ^ Puhli'ihkT, SOZli W j>h i ti,|;Enri Hbd. fulver L io., <. A 
^t^lnl!^ hrLiji^LT WTiEi.-^ ..kkiol lud^i^m 's sexual re^ipliilmn 

Man'll hie] ruUuis-'. luid i SLtphni'd hv wdui"!, will alksw Io doinin.itk' 
his hie iind ihc" hie el !HS.iet\ IVhi-ti JwLn^rn deTnarhJyd IkiE .ill m-^ishiI 
*-tEnly fcv yhjJiruHisi LtiEn iti,krniige. lE i hangisJ the wtprkl 

ThK n^-ii^utnin eonyiskd lofting thi- ve^ual genie inlo I hr nsknlal 
kktlle. tl en>urt'ij Ehal n+k lunger dikmin..itii'J wK'ielV. hi-ighlenid 
iTwh^ii-rrsdy hoe and Ijnd Ihershv idrrKTst ahme krt-Jlt-tl Uif 

pKkVPibihiv or lovk' jrui i-ntlmsm onhin m.kmjgeli, ami t'H-g.m ihe iirdu- 
iXl^ EjvL i»E rkiHiling ihi' stalLJS l'I wimu-n 

Ee is probably imf^w.'iibk- [nr wbis li\e IhikUsjpuK npr s viIT*. alEer 
finiaihin N.-g.kn Ehi^ pnsis*. Ee piTijewe thf i-slehE En which ses cjn dipm- 
llUlt. jnd has di^minjttiL iLEk- 

ThfirijghiPyE Ihe Hincienl world, aiu3 up lo the rivcnl pj-E m m-iny 
r^ns uF [he wiTTld. rA'^u.ilitv mruHsI S iniuillv all ol 

1 1 u nun Hexiinkhts’. 4>pitvi j I Iv m.ilk* u.i UW' . p^i'lvmLupIvikij-^^ nisr 

glleflv wild Uar im^w th.m si-su.iliEvh . [herc= i> Ikl1k\ Hinirmile 

iw Lnjninckli', Ekil ^s^^ m.kt esciEid nu-n Ihp urgiivm 

Ot eourve. mrt jII tht^- pnwtio'*. hiive ken o nidn in^^l by ^sielie*. — 
pjrent-cbdd incesi and stidufing a hoi her man'-^ wiii.-' |or jiiHPlher 
M*™n‘s husband I have tAwh kvn couTiteminLid — tniE lojnv hkive. 
aniJ jLL illuslfate wkiE Eht Lini:lLknneJi,sJ, \rv m Kreiidian terms, Ehr "iJh- 
wbhmjled" stw dn^rc.in lf,id U* 

Armpng Ik conseciiienpo^ o4 the iim’kumekd m s dnse is tht- ‘rtWii.i]- 
UJEioti tfci evuTCIhing — including rehgmm. [Jnk■^v the drive is 
fpprL^pnalk-ly luirnessi-d (nkit M^urlc hkd — w hikh leads Il> itry own 


wife. She does not reason w ith him, but simply amtinues to 
bt‘ a responsible and caring family member, ntsking him not 
Et^ misunderstand 137). 

Arati is ako unusual in cimsidering her work tor pay 
impi>rtant. in the time periiPd in which Ehe \Xoiy is set, prti- 
viding financially Itir her family w'as such a new and unac- 
cusk>mtsJ activity for an Indian woman that Arati could rwu 
take the fit^cessary steps w’ith4>ut encouragement from her 
husband and her new^ colleague* fidith. Bui gradually* 
before our eyes, she changes into a confident fXTstm w^ho 
enjtiys the Ckp(H>rl unities her job providi^s. Nixessitv may 
have iorce^l her out the diH>r, but, once she disctivers the 
outside w tirld. she liki.'s it, 

Jha argues that the concept of w^i,>rk as pleasure is a 
Western importation into Indian culture: 

Tile p4>litical, economic, judicial and csiucaliorud institu- 
tions retained from British times de|,H^nd* for their suc- 
cts^^ful ii^x^ratioit, on certain values and attitudes to life 
w hich gTTLwv out of Christian culUin^ in the wcmi and are, 
lhereft>re, m complete CEinfurmity with the lives of the 

LkMErttilw v ckinM’qLh.'nw'vli, higlw^T reJigum MPUkl liiil have Jevekkfx^ 
Thus, I he Eiisl thing FudaiHm d id lo dLse^uali/e t ^ id — ^ "I u I he 

K.’gi.nnkng Ca^I 4 jT:aE4“d I he heavens and thi-eanh'' !hy his |sic| will, nsa 
Ehrinjj;h any M'cual ht'haviiHur Thi^< wMsau uEIctEv radiL’.i] bn'^ty with all 
relighini, and i1 a lufie ckingnsJ hu rrcin hkslH,rrv The gids el 4'irt uai] v all 
dvili^Hilmn.^ mgagi'd in relaluint... . 

iKkf in-ilamv] In Iruiia unEi1 thw onlufy. vertain Hindu cuLe^ tuvk' 
n%[uirk\1 inlerceurM^ bi^twc^ n rthprek^ 4 nd nunc, and wsvim ivnuld Haw 
intkTWkurse with |>n 4 M|N wh^^ rk.'prt^M'nl live gsHi Uniil il was nuide ille- 
g.il lit IWISi. w hen Indu ji^LmsJ independence. Hindu kwpli-s m mAnv 
pArt> kill India hgid tstlh wumen and Kiy pfKWtiEuEe^ 

ludiiwin plrntd wiritrEaMKn >*'Vi,i,i| ^ctiviEv II cinjlJ m h limgi.-f dtimi- 
nale rk'ligiLm and ^i«4ial life M WiWtik fe ^amlifbis] — whK'h in llebTew 
nik-an^ "M‘pii nili'd " — Frem the wiiPFld ami placed in the hkinu-, m Itfce 
he'd 1 ^ huHhand ^ml w-|i|e . 

The w'V'ulutiun.irv' ruEure nl ItwIaiMri prtkhi biting all kirni^iPt mkir 
manlat 'nw wa^ nkkwhkTe nvikiv radical, rmir^- l biklkmK,mji; tu the prevai]- 
sPkg assumplinns el mankind, than with regard lis hH.imH Pvt' i u .Uity . 
IndtssJ, Fkif .klE ifiEenW iirnl purptsytM, Judaicrri mav h%- ^iiid lik hai'e 
mvk-rikd ihemHion iH hiimiwesiL,ilsly. Uwm iheanL'icnl wnrid ^-^uality 
was n^a dw h,li>1 K'twtien ht'Ek.TOM’tuaUEy and liH,inwiM"viiiihtii . I'hal divi- 
h^iirii wu'* Uh- HiHi-'?. diking. BeELirv Ehe Bibk-, the world dividt'i.i m^cuiiIiIv 
betWiS'n p^-nklraEnt tactive piirlnerF and pemHI rali^l 1 pmnner). .. 

MHknItiii Siusstkaum, pmlisvir ii| phiN>Mkphval brewn Univk,-fMly, 
ixvently w nUe. ihn- anvk^ls wt-re ntk mikre iLkm\'fiH%t wilh i^siple i gen- 
der pn-Eerence than p^euple tinJay are wilh tkihers' eating pteFet' 
enck^ "The geruk-f ul Ihe kibtetl . is nut in it:w’tl muTalli’ pr-ikhlemalk;. 
HHPy^ and women drv very iklk n Uk alk^i inleri bangeably as »ta>gnEs *.4 
Imaiel di^sin'. U'Kol i\ hillv importanl ih Im (.x-nt-trate rallx-r than tu 
K- |iVih'lfaEv\i Se^ i4 undcr^tLXid EundanwiHaltv inEiTacthkn, hul 

iwa diking uF Mmu^lhmg ELwinM^me T 

luiiawbi 4 hiingwl II atl. Ee rumdeikd the '’gender ifct the i'b|^s.l" vi.Ty 
“mural I v prifblertcilk"; il dixkired that nt'uni- 1^ " i nEk-tiiia ngeable'" 

LcilJv. atkl ,is ,1 ne^-ult. il en^-uresJ that ifkM unuld in FatE hv "lunJanvenlal- 
Iv inleracEiun" and rxrt>imply "adiungnl Mkmi'ihing kP ■kiPjTH^kner’ 

— Irtpm "’|udas%m and Etuinu-t'sualiEv, Tart l.“ HFFrrfwFr Jrours. April- 
lune. ISWU 

S tkunriK'reMl las i^ppi^vf tu arl'S JhKk.in EilmK art' Tk-s^duEdv iMiapi^t 
enterlainmkTit. ' ITIIU 2^1 7^1 tik hOil Fk’atianiM ari- ftiiide eiM h vear, mtkre 
lh.vii in ,inv olher cxntnlrv in the WLirlil Hui e,H h Film cuniiiTm^ Up a Inf- 
muU -- M'vetal ntafN. •^w Msng'*, thrxx' da nti^^. Itu- ^EE^^y Iiph'n Hir^'eacitv 
pfi-dhtaMe. and "v irlijallv no k^tkiri w denianikd tfEim llu^ audiemv “ 
iSirkar 21 ‘^Ihe all-lndo film >4111 avuiEJs ^umaniiS. ri-giHPtuil ciwEumev 
anil Ikh- g4'<.kgTaphy ul k valuing. hHPiding up ,i Kuperlicial iEimfiupnallly 
kvhuh ha^i no rixkts.” E ["Xiv t ai pEa £. JkN'irw E 4 F. 
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Md/fiJMaYur, the Mjrch lo ifind Ardti d (db 



ptHiple in ihjt pwrt uf the %vurlJ-... Tlu- rmitrix ssf thust' 
cuKtUfiil . nol wx but wi^rk- Thi- hij;iu'?vE pliM- 

fiurt* is* nut pk.isurL^ but the pkMsuti.’’ tit tJjidrr- 

<itdnk1m^. Lit intflk>iUial ctimpn-^honsion, and .iKn c .ill <it 
work. VVurk^ vocation, rt"rtli/aliun iil ono's itilonlh 
through their crtMliVL* Lipplication, iv linkt^J to Uiv 
ot spiritual hJltiitmcnl and a^Sigious salvation, Mba [h7? 

Ar.ili's biws, Mr. Mukhvriir is improsMS.i w ilh iu^r li.irLi 
w<irk that ho plans to make her lusuJ ol a salt's group, and 
gives her I he raise she requests. Arming his sales^x^tiple she 
is 'the teacher's Because MukhtT|i is Ik^ng.ih, she and 
his other Bengali saleswomen have an autiimaHc advantage. 
Bui Arati is even more fa vimred than the til hers. Miikherji 
likes her because she fits his image ol a good' Bengali 
wtiman — quiet and efficieni — and she is alwi "'■smart and 
allraclive/ just as his ad ret|iH"^ti’d. 

t)ri the other hand, Mukherji re^s:ts Fdith, Me dot^s nol 
like htTand makes no attempt to hide his prefudice: "I i,von- 
der how much V>i.iU know abt:^ul thi‘S4‘ Anglo-Indian girls?'" 
(4S> tie psiv's n<i atlention ki Arati's delence ot her; his tnind 
i^ made up., 

Before A rati has met Mukherii, Subrata tells her "'Your 
bo^s will be vour sec^md lalher" (IdS. and cerlainly 
Mukherji^s cultural espectalion is that Aralir like a 'giNK^‘ 
Bengali daughter/ wife/ ivoman^ will obey him withiiut 
question Me expods to he in ci^nlrol and lii have ten answer 
to no 4ine' 

Listen, Mrs. Ma/umdar, i^ hat I tell my empitntvs and 
what I do ivith them is my husine?*s and mine 
alone. ..You've got to be tm this side of thi- labh- lo s.iv 
things like I hat. Y'ou're overstepping the mark (4^-0) 

But, likebubrata, MiiklH^rji has m>i taken into account how 
Arati's stepping forth into the vs^irki has 4 ‘hangixi hi-r. She 
refuses lo play the role ivf submissive employee', she cannot 
ign^ife the unjust treatment of her friend, .md, to make her 
views clear tu Mukherii, she hor one si rung wea^xin — 
resignation. 

Ik'v Sen suggests that in Btmgal it is reg.irdi\1 as more 
radical itir a wi^maii like Aral! lo talk back to her biws than 
to ha%'e an affair- Btmgalis cvjxrt that worktTs may become 
si'vually involved with their colleagues, bul they d^i not 
expect that a female employee' whil disagrev with her male 
employer. The value system is that sexual unfadhtulness 
can be ivinked at, but whal Mukherji considered instilence 
(ZYl — Edith's speaking for all the s,deswomen will not 
bc' kilerakxi.^ 

Mow then does Kav eneourage filmgoers, espt'eiallv 
I hose w'ho, consciously ur tliil, have a palriarchal world- 
view. ti> identify whth A rati and approve of htT attions^ 
VVhat is there in the film lo make I hem empalhi/e xvilh her? 

One of the things that is admirahle about Aral! is her 
character. In addition lo kmking a I tractive, sht' has a K-auli- 
tut pi-rstinalily. She is caring and concernexi no*! to hurt oth- 
ers. That she takc^ her iiwlaws and hustsmd's \ lews sc'rious- 
ly IS suggtsuM by the number ol stviu's in llu^ film showing 
their ambivalence and negativity about her jssb — almosi 
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fqujt til tht' number lihnwin^ her en|oynieni ii. 

This approach ^ils wHh Kay's reputation ^o^ having no 
villains, ^brata and his parents Ate mtire victims than vil- 
lains in a societ)^ which psycholc^ically 'hamstrings' hall its 
members, then suffers the consequences of this systemic 
eppressitm in the of bi>tK the genders. 

Mukheiii is nut intentionally evil either. He is simply 
behaving the way a man tif the 50 ? or 60 s in his position 
would. People in power believe they deserve it, and do not 
lealize it has been given to ihmi as part of their berilage- 

Arati is successful at work, but she continues ti^ conform 
cultural ly. She puts a section of her sari over her head as she 
goes in to her father-in-law and w^hen she receives a ride 
home from Mukherfi- She pays attention to how 5 ubrata 
ind Pintu are feeling. Conlfary to Subrata's opinion that her 
job is e]i haunting her, she appt^ars quite capable of handling 
both her K^'b and her work at home. Her relationships are 
nut suffering because of her new' focus on earning money 
since she is not in conflict the way Subrata is. 

The one w^ay her behaviour is radical is in her defense of 
Edith In her anger over the way Mukherji has treated her 
friend, she confronts him. I^or ihe time and place of the 
story ^ one woman spieaking up on behalf of another to a 

7 I diti ™n tamiliiir iTuivK.fi wuh peiipte aiui H.T4lture (n- kimw 

HPT whjt Itw njiturt^ Arali and Mukher^'^ Tebluuuhip is. ft appedri- 
lu hr cMily/ but tbrrr atva fi-w tiinls tt mip^hl hr tHherwh#, but 

il!v\ Are Mjbik J rvi ambkKuiiij^. 

Rsr invtjnw. whtn MuktHT]i Arali hiiw i^tu* fikt* her w‘i,srk. Jin4 
ihr uy% '~\cTy much" <23^ he requests ihal ^e knil a pulfever fur ihi» 
Itrjndxm en hnr mat h!i.nf with WLii>il he will gjivf hei. wjinH her Jy 

1 fdVEUir fi>r hiin. 

And wJuTi Arati mentiyn^ tunrig rt»]d m Mukhrr|i's akr-Cundil n rTUsJ 
dHtof, hr I hr nuchmr, sci why den'l ycpu knit yimrtHI 

* pyh^WTr and puHt tm when yVM txwne lo >*w < 27 ) Fli^ibly Ihi-s 

■urTiiLiL innuiendii — "f'd like to see you in A >we*tiT ^ but more liki- 
tySuhrjhi sum^ up the ciunmenCs mteni! ^unething o# a humouri-a. is 
hrr( 27 l 

There Is also A- scene between Arab And Mukherp in hk!t cat a^ he 
dnves her hLune, presumibly from working l^le This serene Is not 
pdikded in I he English iran^itJtHkn of Uw fLEm scrip!, bui E would pudji^ 
by ihe iion-\T?ftidE cofnrnunicAlkin ihat ihe relaEionship between the lw-ci 
isffwndly but busiiie^^-nnented 

AltEhTugh ihe iraditiiHuE ihinkinK aboul women m Bengril is thdit 
they slkpukl n<:H bt' M out uf Ihe Ihfuh* hecju^^ Ihpelr !m>^uj] dehinw wlEE 
Ukr precedeiK-e ovit tlwir kiyjlly to ihtnr huskinds. there is ie.i imtk'ii- 
tion in Arab's behaviikiir IKU she is inUTvsliTJ n^inanticaEEy /sexually m 
Any man iUher tEian ^brdla. Slu^ iA and seEf^nnfidi'nt in tllking 

with men — her Esther, her f .il her-in-law, her bnr*. ihe friend slu^ hap- 
pens to meel on I be simrt and Ktu-s tu llu" leslaurattt wilh — bul she 
does flirt wilh Ihi^m. 

Tlius. ti i^i hard tu fT^aluale the fnlkiwfnK i^^^ervalupfis by Jlu. U he 
mpty speaking In the onnte^l nl Ihe traditional IruEun view of the irla-^ 
bdf^ip briween the seses. or do his commenhi Mtfile applkatkin 

10 Arali and Mukher|i 's relatioibh i p? A raft's tvhavMiur seeing lo cote 
E»st sharply with thal described by |hii as typical uf Ihe nfh.»dem Indian 
penon: 

Having act^uinsl English eduL'alkin ami come into cimlact with wi.*»<lc*m 
flJtuTe. tEie H Lndus have cwme lo adupl wesk-m ways lif ElVtng eating 
dmung iL^mlng aruJ so on, but hai^ held Iasi obdurately to old sexual 
IfiituJe^ To evifi a highly ediicaliTi and skilled male eieoilive in Iht- 
modem puMic or private i^ilablbihmiTit, a woman working under him 
iHid!' to appi-a r evsiTitialSy mi rrHufe than A Hcmual being And a sectetan- 

11 or iilficLi] bel p only supertirkally. At I he tirsE vulm^rabbe oppc^rlu nlEy, 
lir would. pefhA|>i. atEiinpl hi grab her sesuady The wciman. tm her 


male bi>ss is unusual bvhaAiiiur. 

Aral! puls loyalty to .inother pc^rsun, vs'hts is not t*ven a 
lull Hengilli, abovi^ economic security for her family. 
Kugardlfss of whether she is impulsive or not — it is 
Mukherii's opiniiin that impulsiveness is a fault in her — 
she acts on principle. For her, the cultural proverb ‘'A 
fkmgali womari exists to plean^ a man"" must be changed to 
"A Ikmgnili Woman does right, no mallef what iheei>st.'^ 

In the end, then, Arati is a 'gixxJ wt^man" in Uith st^nses 
of the wi^rd. She is faithful lo her husband in spite of oppusr- 
lunity to act otherwise, and she is faithlul lo her friend, 
standing on principle with nti n^Eird for Ihe const^^uences: 
not iTnly dtx*s she not manage to gel Edith's |i.^b back kw her, 
but she herstdf r^'signs. Her giHslness extends even ti> her 
fatlHT-jn-law% with whom she appart^nlly wms never really 
angry. {41-42) 

First Arati takes on the wt^rld t>f w^ork, then she takes on 
Indian culture w'ilh its faully assessment of human w'iirth 
on being the right caste and nationality. Her gcHxi ness 
has extended beyond the bounds of w^hat is expix'led by her 
society which considers her responsibility to be her family 
and its S4>cLal circle^ but not to an \>utsider' like Edith. 

In the iinal scene Arati aptilugii^es to Swbrala for this 

part, has li'Amt tlwt (e be "mt>deni"' h tu bv libital in wsl ^rnL if ^h^r■ 1 ^ 
^prudent." she would trLmfLsiL^ lo him lor a price. It UEit, hhe would 
incur his wtaeH in wme wjy or E1 h“ othcT Hih wife, in Eum, il she Has 
pefsUAdei,l to tx^ would ALF 1 C^ go In lor stisual union 

with ixhfe'r riHTi 

Rul aU thi% Actkully a pdil ol indigimt^us culture Ehe pleaMjre ot 
hie is e1t 4' ptffAsurv^ ol the 'urnsex. ArnJ sirKv sei invuhTx tlH* pk‘a'»ikr*^ i.tf 
All Ihe simullantsiusly. there ci^uld ts' no ncher pLodsure than 

sexual pleasure. The IndiJin dresMxl ib 4 IhfiSr-puxv ■^Uit, 

w’ofkkng kna nnxlLTm crffii.x' dmj handltng modi.Tn JiiminiiHlralive, sciiti- 
tific or husiTies** pmbk'ms, carrH-s within him Ihe trikdttUH^I lndt,in j1Ej~ 
tude lo women ax haxicaEly a means ol sesual gratilicationi Ihe 

“rrncxliTTi*' Indian wuman.. when Is ultimately convinctd IkH '*he can lx* 
i,if[ uxi^ lii^a man only as hi.s ws pArtrit.T. eilher as a ''dullluL" wife or a 
flnidtious, pjsMonale paramour . Ikilh "modem" wx^tTkan Artd 
em" man AES* hardly aware lhat ihev are being civnpk'lely traditional in 
their seiual behiiviouf (fKi 

Fntfn tlH‘ K%inninK oef hcT carixT with hi!>k ci,^inipany^ Mukbetp praise^ 
Arati highly. The lack lhat sIh.', Subrala, and Srtukher|i are Bengali is 
mertlwified ses ital thfoughiHit Iht- courxf ul Ihe sfory, hsiweivt, 

suggL^ting Eo me EhtTe is as rnuch nalionali^tk: chauii'ini'^m in hi^ atti- 
tude ttiward Arali A'^ fawnanltsfri afhI Thi' cjueMsm K tofry dixs. 

Mukht^rp like Arali so much? Is it because she is a vctv gixxl sjh'sprr' 
s(Jrt. becausi' she Is an atlraeli^'e WH,pman. or ixxausft- hIu-. like him, i> 
Hengali * A.s I pcTceive il, all thrxx^ answtTS art' pertiiHTil 

WnhjfL the Contest <ri her ^tb Arati appear^ Eo jwx* only as hi^ 

boss's hiyal iTnphjytx-: ihiiE is, conlTary tu fha's ccsnk-ntmn. sEw’ cnnsid- 
efx hersetf ** 0 ! u>e to a man" or, mon- aix-uralety, U\ a ixmipunv. txx ausc^ 
of her working skills, nnf because she is a sexually atiradlive womiin 
AlEh^iUKh Mukheffi Ihmks highly |4 her, ^rther than asking hir a raisi^ 
wbiTi Subrata leases his |oh, she diK-s nert Ity to lake AdvahitaKV of this 
fact Miaklwr|i. ihe '|e,wber,' -wt^?vn^ to hAve ctx^rfn AraEi as a 'pii' ralbcT 
than the other way around. 

It Mukherp's reartion tciwards Fdnh st'ems lo be a mixture tkr racism 
arki sexism, he is apparenlty convinced, wilh no eviderne *AhvT than 
Edith's absetlix^ ff^ mi work, that, as EcLilh pu t^ il, sIh.' hah txxm "ha vlng 
fun^ (44>. i.e., having wilh Iht fuince 

As^iaming any Bengali in hK,/her righi mind wl^uIcI hx'l ihe way 
he dtvs, he exprx"ss*> irKTvdulity when Arati im|uiTvs abiml how hv 
treatisJ Fdifh; "'[Xin't l*'H me you've conwi to fighi lor thal Anglo- 
Indian’^ 14-1) 
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ijnconvt?niiutial K'havioitr: 'Dwnl be an|;ry. T»^ to und^r- 
stariiJ. NobtHJv else wilt, but musf/' (4b) He leassures 
her: "Vou sUhhJ up a^inst injuSilice...l coutdn'l have done 
Vfc hat yog did*" (4b-47) and she speaks again of her need to 
be^ understood and aecepled^ even though she has behaved! 
in a way differed from the culhiraE norm: "Somelhing was 
coming between us. Uh, don't ever lei that happen again!" 
(47) 

Having e>iamined the expected role for w^omen in 
Bengal and Aratt's behaviouf in relation to it, we can 
now raise the question: what is HUiy showing us thniugh 
this film? What stirl of aesthetic work and scKial dt>cu- 
ment is it? 


Ray's Fii mmakjisig AesthiiTic 

Ray says that in ch^xising a film subject he kx>ks for three 
elements w^hitrh relate to the aesthetic aspect of a film 
contract, rhythm and pace. Contrast relates to both the 
emotional and v isual aspt'cts of a film, w^hile rhylhm and 
pace have to do w'ith the unfolding of the narrative,, 
using all the devices at one's disposal. fKangoipn walla 
W2) 

A. Ccj\TtiAsti Emivtionally Subrata is a foil for Arati. There 
are many shcpls of him hx^king sensitive and tnmbled, a con- 
trast to ones li^f Arati Ux^king calm and contented- "Exit hus- 
bands enter wife"' (3b) is his melixiramatic response w^hen 
Arati o’pmes hi^me w4th a raise after he has li.>sl his job. He is 
thinking in terms of a 'w'in/krse' situation, whereas Arati 
simply w'ants to o>ntribute to the family financially as well 
as in other ways- 

This «^lf-pity is a direct inheritance from his fa I her, who 
is always complaining abiiut being a 'back number." 
Subrata is naturally fsici concerned that his wife will 
replace him in the ptssilion of economic power Her gain 
in strtmgth to him to dimmish his own. (Nyce Mb) 

By the end of the- film, in a way that is pc-rhaps a little iivcon- 
sistent w ith his earlier presen lation (Nyce 8b-7l Subrala Ls 
no Umger a foil- Rather, he seems to understand that, even if 
hiWft he and Arati have jobs, their relationship can be 
' win /win." 

Visually, in the film's costuming^ Edith looka^ Western 
with hvf skirt and high heeb whereas Arali looks Indian in 
her sari. .At first lidith m.h^s much more daring than Arati 
bul gradually, in part because of Edith's role mEfdelling, 
Arali learns to act more and mtire tH>ldly sti mat Fdilh (ixi 
no longer contrast*^ with her in behaviour, or in feeling 
respt>nses ti> situations. 

B. Ritoum a Mil p ACt: proceeds in Kay'f. I y pica I 

unhurrieii fashion. Much time is devoted, for instance^ to 
show'ing Arati learning how to K' a dixir-tivdonr salesper- 
son. When asked w^hethur the story of his film 

action, was suitable rriaterial 


tor th%- cinema, Ray said 

Physical action alone dtws not cimstitute mi>tion in the 
motion picturt-. the growth of a character^ an idea, a rela- 
tionship, is alsi^ a legitimate mm ement tor a film, 
(Rangoonw'alla 111) 

Because Arab's character growih is central to the story', Rniy 
considers it impc>rtant to show' her progn-ss at her job. 

The sltiw^ rhythm is also an outcome of Ray's "Silent 
observ'er" pi.>int of view. Me wants us to see the events 
take place us and lo draw our tmm conclusions." 

(L^as CupLi Ciwma 7H1 

Ray feels strongly about the non-verbal aspect of film: 

The important thing in the cinema is the flow of imagi's. 
Us visual movement should tx- sr^ rich as to bt- able to ful- 
fill itself withivut the use of w'ords. Where the meaning of 
one language is c-E^nstantly poinled out by anolher, 0 
only shows how inlirm the exercise ot I he first language 
is. Music fulfills itself in its autonomous flow of notes, 
w'lthout the help t>f words: w-hy >hiiuid mil the cinema, 
w ith its fltiw of imagt^? (l>asCxUpta Cjnerpiij 1.^) 

Thel\' is about as much 'silence' (.that is, no verbal commu- 
nication, diegetic sound only) in Mukana^ijr a!^ there is dia- 
li^ue, and, just as in life^ I he non-verbal communication 
{'bixjy language") carries more weight in conveying mean- 
ing than the verfial communication dtx^. 

Ray says that as a filmmaker he wants to: 

find oul ways nf investing a story w ith organic txihesion, 
and filling it with detailed and truthful observation of 
human behaviour and relationships in a given milieu 
and a given sci of events, avoiding stertMlypt's and slsKk 
situations, and sustaining intercut visually^ aurally and 
emotionally by a fudicious use i>f the human and techni- 
cal resources at one's disposal- (Rohin.son 333) 


Rav's Social Realism 

Nyce bidieves ''Mahina^ar show's Ray's indebtedness to 
Italian neotealism better than any other of his films." (K4) 
There are various neorealist features to Ray's films. For 
instance, the subject matler is often ordinary pi%pple in an 
ordinary situation^ hir in.stance, the business of daily life in 
the Mairumdar family. Ray has said: 

I Ux'l ihat an ordinary person — the man |sict in the 
street if you like — is a more challenging subjec t for 
exploration than ptxiple in the heroic mould. 11 is the half 
shades, the hardly audible notes that 1 want to capture 
and exphire-. l am...iine w'ho finds muted emotions 
more interesting and challenging. (Nyce 1%) 

9ince Ray was a commercial artist, the story in his films is 
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fnequLTtk' lti]d Jis miirh ni>n-vfrh,iliy hy — ttfr 

rtdiripli.% Aroti ItMvin^ the hsuise lor wi>rk (or tho fir^t (imi% 
and Piilln ptnJhtig- Al limts Rxiv shi>t cit .ictii.il Un..ik*s 

rilJicr IhLir in studior Ixv.iia^* ho Wiiiitid tn, .ind 

iafTH.iinu-^1 boc.iu!io ho h.id little money Wh^ilo^ or the 
Hk- result is ihLil ivnam R.iy lilms hiive ,i diKumentLiry ijxitili- 
ly. AIhi. Riiv bt^li^'A'i.^^ in criMtin^ ca'dibilltv j^^r^uiuLilIv, by pil- 
ing one sm.ill detail XI III anolher. 


the entire ci^nvention.il .ippnwch las eAempliliit^i by even 
the best Amerkan Lind British litms) is wronj^. BiHoust^ 
the L'onvontii>na] approach tells vou ihat tlu- best Wiiy to^ 
tell a storv is to leave out all except those* elements ivhich 
aredirectlv relattsJ in the sh>ry, while [Kay's I w ivrk clear- 
ly indicatt*s that if vnur theme is strong; and simple, then 
Vt>u can include a hundred little appiirenttv irretex anl 
details which, instead t>t iibsttirinj^ the theme, imly help 
to intensity it hv contrast, and in addition create the illu- 
skm ot actuality helti^. {Kobinsim 72) 


Aftt/irtNiiyar, Suhrjtii thr tifws |a hk 

fgithor tha t Ar Jti his ukco * j-cib 



UiifitfrTfi^i^F, I hr fact lhai Arall prtw ^sa surrm 
h^F job selling knilling machine^ bf^iil> tu 
{Ikliirb fi-uhriilJ 



AnolhtT has tu do with iKl* n^irr^ilive: 

Thv amhi};;uily tif nei>reali^t films is alsfj a pi\)dgct isf a 
ruination that rt^fusfs ti> yield m omniscient knoh^lt^ij^e 
oi ei'ents, as if the totality of rt^ality is simply unkrum- 
able. This is especially evidenl in the film's endings. 
tB4srdwe]l ^ Thi^mpson 1%) 

Unlike DeSica's Bici^fc TTric^ and UmbcrU^ H land the much 
laler slice-ofdife film of Nair, S^Tfiufrpi B<rmbay!K Muhatm^ar 
reaches a certain resolulion, although it w^as noi an ending 
which pleased e%'erybody Ray speaks of il as st^mi -opti- 
mistic: 

The ample has come together. This gives llwm courage. 
Mut that bi^th will gel jtihs so easily. But thev can face the 
future ti^ether. It is nii easy si)lutiiin to their problems or 
lo I he pnibiemsof their time. tRangiKinwalla tllVi 

N'eorealist films are "films w^iih the giuil of revealing con^ 
lempt^rary social condillims'' ibordwell & Thompson 3^5^. 
In them "“characlers and their lives (plot incidents)' are used 
delibcTalely to express an ideology'" (ELIis 211^1. 

While Ray would nol necessarily have called himself a 
neorealist (asked if he I hough I his films belonged to any of 
the accepted schixils of realism^ he said, "‘No. .the style in 
even*^ film is dictatixJ by the sub^srt and material at hand"" 
(RangtKmwalla 102)^ 'sixial realism' is an appropriate term 
to categorize his work since most kH his films are realistic in 
style, and many depid the stX'iety he knows best — that of 
Bengal: 

'Ni;^t for a moment did I feel that I was acting. The char- 
acter was sti real. I s^vmixl tu know her. She was like 
someone I had seen/ says Madhabi Mukherjee |a 
Bengali I, of her performance as Aral i... As Time's review 
put it, "Ray'i camera merely eavesdrops t*n everyday 
life.' (RobinscPii 14^) 

In making MpAa7U7,y*ar Ray chose to film a story he liktd, orw 
which doe?! not have a heavy idettlogical emphasis, but 
w^hich depicts the impt>rtance of "freedom of choice for both 
wo-men and men ' tKc>binstm Neither Miira, the autlnir 
of the story is based on, nor Ray advocalixl the 

overthrow of Ihe family lo provide this freedom. Change 
occurs, yet the extended family is prt*servtd in an intimate 
relationship. Ouestiiin.s of how deep that change is, or how 
long it will take to be completed, are raised but nt>t fully 
answ^ered. 

All Ihe main males in the fitory, for instance, are intercon- 
nected. Initially, Subrata asserts that he and his fa I her are 
interchangeable, a I least when it comes to their attitude 
toW'ard appropriate behaviour for women: "rm a diehard 
conseiv alive like father.** (7) 

When Arati is attempting to go to work for the first time, 
Pintu lies on the txxl and sulks. Subrata iells Arati his father 
has not said a word to him for six weeks (presumably the 
length of time she has bi.vn at her fobh Where did Pintu 
learn how' to give people the 'silent treatment"? Clearly he is 


'acting out' btPth his father's and grandfather's grief. They 
fex4 abandoned. 

The aci|uaintance Arati meets and gtxs to the rt^taurant 
wf Ih for tea ha.s the sam*,' attitude as Subrata and his father. 
When Arati tells him heoughi to buy a machine for his w'ife 
fivim her, he says, "Knitting machine, washing machine — 
this woman won't have any work lo do a I all I" f3M) Alst>, 
Arati feels it necessary' to lie lo him abinil w hv she has a pb 
and alH>ut SuhraELi"s w'ork. !^he is proltx.'ting her husband 
from the criticism she knows w^iuld bt‘ aimed at him if .she 
told Ihe truth. 

Arab's falher says, "To think lhat you should hnive to 
su f f er like th is. Making you w'ork — " ( Tl 1. 1 le feels stirry ft>r 
Aral! bui six* dix> not feel Mirry for herself. When he con- 
tinui:^ to try' to shr up selt-pity in her^ "But now yiHi'n- the 
only — tprtividerr (35), she interrupts him curllv: "tio 
inside, father. Vour lea's getting cold/' (.55) 

And when Subrata comes to Mukherji's office, Mukherji, 
the character who seems to have Ihe most ptiwer, economic 
and otherwise, reminds Subrata of that fact, then explicit 
identifies with him: ‘It S4i happems I have got tlw puW; yiHi 
haven't- And most impt>ilant of all, w^- btiih corrw from the 
same place. Simplef" f44) Mukherji is welcoming Subrata lo 
the "club' — those w'ho can expect other people with 'pull' 
to do things fi>r them — i>n the basis of his bthng a fellow 
Bcmgali but prLibably als^um theKisis of his being male. 

We are not h>ld w'hy Subrata comes to see Mukherji, i.>nly 
that Subrata does nol w*ant Arab to know about his visit. 
(44) That secrecy is part of the policy of the \>ld btiys" net- 
work: Subrala is checking up on her and the mar she 
re^Hirts to (w^ho kept her at work late the other night, then 
gave her a ride home). But Mukherji will not tell her Subrala 
saw him. 

What are we to make oi all thi.*se connections? Is the 
interchangeability an indicatitm of the destructive power of 
patriarchy in w^hich not just is'omen but men liHi bec^>me 
reified? Women are 'ct>mforl libju'cl,* pnividing KhkI, and 
sex or affection; men are the oppn^s^prs, working si> hard at 
kwping wximen in 'their place' lhat they lose their individu- 
ality', and they too are turned into obgxrts, rneit* consumers 
of tht' comforts I hey insist upi>n n,xX‘iving. Stated bald I v, the 
foregoing conti-niion may seem harsh, but it is the dirtvtion 
in which Miira and Ray ptnnt. 

Ray is critiquing Ihe unexam ined basis of Hcmgali s^K'ietv 
where men Iry lo demand ti>La3 line of w-cpmen, then pav Ihe 
price for lhi.s cixrcion; and w^hert' women exmform lo men's 
agenda for x\wm, then pay the price of dependency for this 
proteebon. 

“What every^ person desires is unfailing kive." (f^nn'ertjs 
1^:22) Turning the nwd for iove into a power struggle, 
Indian (human) culture has iritM to see to il that, if all the 
^rules' are followed cuirectly, milk's w'lll receive that unfaih 
ing love from femaleii- The hitch, cpf course, is I ha I no 
human, male or female, is either tully deserv'ing of, or fully 
able to give, unfailing love. 

Each gender struggles w'ilh its deptmdency on the other, 
a frequent theme in l^y's work which is iilustrattd visually 
by the difference between the endings of Maham^ar and 
Chiiruiafa, just before they w'alk aw\iy through Calcutta 
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Arjti jnd Subr.itJ briefly bold hjnd<», a ^vign oi 
their restonti unity. Bu! Charuinfa ends in ^ iw/.e-tfAme 
wiih Chjfu's and HJitspali st hands nut quite reachinj;; each 
cthef. m^t quite kuithin^. 

Since Ray dues nol mi>rali/t\ ue ha\e had to examine 
Hid interprel the image's ut ihe him todisenver how he hH’ls 
ibout Araii and her behaviour. K-iy suggis^ted the elatislfti- 
phobid the Ma/umdar house by letting us see its thret=' 
muill mums a lamily of six, and hear its noises, like the 
tt^bours' radiu plaving eontinuEiusly, day and night. In 
Ihji setting he shuvved us a wuman who was nut ir^'ing tu 
fscapi' ils enfurcL'd ' togetherness/ but rather who made the 
best vt Ihese challenging circumstances. Arab's dilemma is 
lot: Shuuld she take a pb outside her hi>me?' but 'Can she 
tike a }ch hn piiy and still pk-asc' evi'rvune^ hers*.4f includ- 
ed^ 

For the Indian u'oman tlie con 1 1 id can be particularly 
acute, N^ause those around her expect more than is 
expt\-ted of women in the West. CKobinsim 150) 

But Aral I is one Hi^ngali w^4,>man w^Kei slow'ly manages to 
hieak frei^ of s<.>ine of the cultural restrictums binding her. 
She lecugni/es the imp4>rlance of her interdependence and 
aHUiectiikn with her family and her friend, and acts un the 
bisasof ihai cc^mmitmeni. 


piige rt^lererwre U'i the Sptrtlin j; Shi'els in hrackel> A tlef I hem. 


Tu F C k w C I PS 

Arali Md^umdiir, ttu^wife 
t^iiN'ala Vt.vuindi!F, the hu^hjrkl 
rinlu, Aral! and Suhrata's 
Bwini, SLibrala^s *iisler 

Siri>iini.5utirala's mkHhiT 
TfiyaginpaL Subraia's father 
Kdlith, Arah'sco-wtirktT It fneild 
Himangsu Vhiliheni. Arali'sK'tss 


At.Ti.lftS 

Mddhabi Mukher^e 
AnlE ChiUterks: 
PraM:n|il SarLir 
|aya bhjdun 
Si'tjlLkj tVvi 
tlari^ t KiUeriee 
Vitkv KisJwoitd 
t laradhan Barhnjis.^ 
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C^wfliifa 'iThe I.chthl-Iv VVife). l.’JlTeLitHT: 5. Rav Pirtidutfr K D Biin'Hil 
and Co Sc FeenpliSy. S. Kay, from the nH,k%-ella by 

k4hiFKlrait.ilh Tagtiti' ITiettigraphy Subrala Milra Edits-tf: C^nlal 
IXiitj. .Art nirolor: Rjrtsi ChandragLipla Music 5 Rav Second 
1 1 7 mim. 
im 

GJwtrc Rarrc ^The llckme and Tti*> World 1. t hnsrtor: S. Rdv. Ihuxlucer 
NalUiMkll Film rXTielopnh.*TiE C'orp.^ralion tit India. Scrifnptay: S. 
Haiv. from the novel Chan' ftarre by KahmJ ranalh Tagore. 
PhHt'graphy Smmeridu Roy liJitor: IXiLal Dulta. Art ETins-ttir: 
A^iik Altisic: RiivS-kLind 1411 imns. 
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J^iJFEPprjtr ialsL^ spt^Lled I'aromaF Dtns’lor: Apiirna S<'n PrH,idlUCer: 
Aparna Sen ScrtvnpLav cer^iioiiis. Ik-nga1l and Hindi}. 

Arfstna Sen. %tu>K: Arpsimi Sen. 

Safaam DinetiT: Mira \air. Indian^ Bnti^h priduLriitin. 11. A 

min^. 


Works CoNSLi.rF.t7 

ItLMtKiRAPFnr PftIMAR'k S<ICRCI:S 

Silyijil Rjy'a Fllni!i 

\m 

IlfTT tTin« CkxjldiS!^) rXFtvli^r: S- Hay. I’Widuo.T. S. Kiiy F'nKSuctkms, 
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TV l\lsrnta^^frF, Sti min^ r .MD^jiiara. hi rniri!^.: and Sii mins 

I For riMSini^ of lenglh, Mondiara W o-flen Bwnilti.'d and the lltle T«0 
fVugfcJ<Ts is tor this 'shoTter eerskin.) 
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Mahafuiyar (The Big ior GneaU Cityf. Director: S. Riiy. PrcduciT: K l>. 
Banifral and Co. Screenplay: S. Ray, from the shiuE story 
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MaiiaJlififar (The Great City! by S Ray. \atiimal 
Education and In form anon Fifms Limited. NiUiona] House, 
Afsdlo Hunder, TuHi.Tf h R*sid. BomKiv. 1 
An Fng^Kb fransJalkm o( ilnHilni's largely Bengali dUilogik- 
* Lhiotatkm!^ Insm Ehls diakigue jpfH'ar D with th^' ctwracler w»ho 
said the lLni.qs] niimisJ, ^Hn quotation marks, and .11 with I he 
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Doubling 

Narratives 


DERELICTION AND DESIRE 
IN JULIE ZANDO'S 
LET'S PLAY PRISONERS 


b V J e s s I r ri B r d f i'- if 


"And I can nu lunger 
race linvar*,! what 1 Uive 
and the n^iiri' 1 kiv'e the 
mtirn [ hecomo captive, 
held back by weightless- 
ness that ininKibilizes 
me. And 1 grciw angry, 

I slriiggle, I scri.\ini — 

I want (.iLit t^f this pris<m. 
C^iil t>r w'hal prist>n? 
Where am I ckiistered? 

I stv nt>thing ctm lining 
me. The prisi.ni is within 



Lutv violfht politics ol ,i htru^k- far identi- 

ty in which the d^iiij;hkT> Invu iind dt^ire for her mother's 
affirinH.it ion ItMiis to a cycle of entrapment, jiihe Z^indoS 
\ideot.ipi^ fj'f's Pfiiiv Pr/soFiers explores an ev^uatly passionate 
smiggle (or identity in the rem^spirtive recounhn^ of a 
relationship K^twetm I wo yoiin^ girls as ii was plavisJ iTUt 
in games of dominance and suhmission.* While Irigaray's 
te\l '■'. . . rinJ Mje iNFiCdkmsiN'f sJjr Ih-oihi'r " rt^fers specif- 

ically [a the niiTtherdaughter-relaiionship, the stories told in 
Zdndt^'s videtuape bear the symtHplic force of I hat primary 
bond. Using the nunJel of the game as a guiding principler 
she recreates the dvnamics of ptmer as it is exchanged not 
just between two friends, but more generally between 
female subjects. In her use of a seiits of doublings and tem- 
poral allemations. the rc'petition (if girlhfxid stories increas- 
ingly describes a larger narrativ e by re^lracing links 
betw'ixm infant dependency, child hixhJ fantasies and adult 
sexual desire. Relationships K'tween mol her and infant and 
mol her and daughter, as w'ell as be^tiveen girls and between 
arc* aimt'^oundcxl in the narrative structure o«f 
P/ay PrfsnFFCrs. This reading will consider the little girl's 
games as an allegory i>f derelikiiim — that is, of thw^artexi 
desin^ and I he struggle to nx Lt>n with loss. 

If, as hwsica fkrnj^imin Ix'lieves, feminisi ihcxiry necessari- 
ly addresses I he psychological txmd betwxxm the piviverful 
and the powerless. U'f's Play PriMmrr^ restmates with a sig- 
nificance hev<,>nd that of the apparent narratives. In 
Ben HI min's view' simple rt'versils or attempts to gain ec[ual 
ptiwer will ntd tivercome a more deeply inscribed logic 
w^hich equates one gender w'ith domination and the tether 
with submissiEin. As a new generatiim of w'omen whci dis^ 
tanced themselves fixim w liat they shIw^ as the unenviable lot 
of their mother's lives bect^me mothers themselves, ihe 
qui'stion ot their ptisititm as desiring suh^x'ts in a libidinal 
economv w'here ihev coniinue tti represent returns 

w'ilh a renew'ed urgency Crucial to the bondage which 
Benjamin describt's as resulting from the ptilariv'ation of 
pm^ er and dependency is the dereliction of feminine desire. 

f.cf‘s Phy priN>FFers K'gins with an intimate scen*^ of two 
w'omen touching either Tn fact, their nakisi btxhes are so 
closi^ lo the screen that ftxus canm^t be maintained. Silenl 
caresst's, stn>king and grasping mEivements are ptTceivtsJ 
against a soundtrack finger snapping, breathing and 
menacing electronic tonal Variations, This sexually charged 
sct^ne is ptTmeated w'ilh an atmosphere of threat and fore- 
biHiing. A voict‘“iiver btgins to rtximnt the stivry of a partic- 
ularly v iolent game in w hich the nuire jMssive ol iwci little 
girls is slapptxi and Ihrmsm against the st htKil cloakrtx>m 
wall bv her aggressive friend. The twxi wi>men w'ho we see 
tn thesc^ o|vning will return. ITiey aix^ the first of a 

number of female pairs thal delineate the psycho-sx‘Viiat 
dimensii>ns of the stories nxounttxl in f j-f s Play Pri^yfiet^. 

/ando structures this densely layered work around a 
series i>l diHiblings in which her own r^^le as ariisi-diixx’tor 
becomes centra! in the dynamics of powder reveakxl in her 
script. As she leads anolher woman <the author of the sto- 
ries and /ando's co-producer. Jo Anstevl through the 
retelling of several troubling incidents (rom a girlhood 
friendship she insists that this recollection of painful even Is 


bi' told in a particular manner^ like a story. Her cajoling is 
manifested in several re-takisi and at tuie piinl she even 
slaps her pxTformer in order to achieve a re-creati^m the 
rage and humiliation which lay beneath her girlbixid ci^m- 
pliance. tJrawlng efue the di'sired tone from her piTformer^ 
/aiHio ifirtuailv yxwsi'SM^ and sliapi'sv the sLirii-s, jusi as the 
one child ctxTCkxi the other to pi,iftici|xate in her narratives. 
In effect, her interxentions htxome part o( the Cimtinuous 
work of nn ision and invention tEnvard the construction of a 
narrative of the self, a process emphasis^ed by the per- 
former's changes in make-up and costume fnim scene Icp 
scene as she, in turn, negotiates her role by reflecting a 
range of positions fnmi childluHHJ vulnerability to adult 
feminine masquerade. This dirtx1or-pcT(ormer relationship 
is then re-playexi in pNirallel st.'quences with a little girl tak- 
ing up w’here the adult pc^rformer leaxes off. ?ihe repcvits the 
slEiry under t\w affeclionale guidance of her mother. Or, to 
put it differently, the little girlS s^xxxh is "script wi/' by Ihe 
mother w'ho enct>uragL*s, pn>mpts and correcls her And this 
miXhiT-daughrer pair who dtmble for Ziindt^ and her pvT- 
ft^rmer — ihemseh es represenlaltve of the childhi^od 
friends in the stories — are figuratively diiublixj in an ante- 
rior mi>ment Ihri^ugh archival clips tsf a mother and infant 
inleracting. Thesi^ Litter sequenced fri>m home mt>vies are 
dis^'H^rstxi nit crucial piints in the repeal ilii^n Esf the stories. 
The temporal uxessitm of these multiple diniblings is sex-n 
in counterpoint to the immtxliacy of twi> women engaged in 
an erotic encounter. Their naked btsdles are interposed a I 
sc^veral ijistancts Kixswn sti>rvteller and iLsti-ner, delineat- 
ing a ksbian sub-text in the CEinstructiim ot a cross-genera- 
tional narrative of desire dei i>id ai any male term 

As the title suggests, fj/'s Play Phsiffiits n^ncerns bonds 
vvhich are creatixk dimandtxi and accepted as piiri i>f a tacit 
and intimate contnict. The stories told rexolve anmnd the 
unbounded cruelty of one child and the fierce loyalty of 
another. The lines of kirce binding ihi^ir friendship are 
formcxl along a vwkF-niasochistic axis in w hich dependency 
and need ci implement powder and control. Throughout their 
games the mi^re passixe child desperately se^eks the love 
and rt^pext of !ier abusive and manipulative friend, endur- 
ing humiliatii^n, physical discomfort and lear in ^Ffiler to 
ensure the continuation of the friendship In their games 
improhiible silualnvns are graphically fantasi/id to prox ide 
a hyperbcFlic framework for nde playing. And role playing 
is xx'hat Zando, in turn^ demands ol her performer in Ihe 
telling of the stories. Like the cathartic narratives of fairy 

t. Irtgiir.iv. I Ulv ■■.=VnJ Itu- l>rk' EVh^n'l Stir w llheet the CXht-r," tr.irw- 
iHitid bv Huk-ne Vpi K’inn' ixx-n/i-l. Isc^l. tn.] 7, im t Uioginjlly 

publishixi as il t itm' rn- f Uifirf. MinintF. n HI 

2 . L-ntiE ixxen th [u he As ride Wii-ni Bu Finiks-bs-^xt jrti^t She iivx-^in 
Mjdk-Min. WtWLsri'^jn. whi*Te Che le.H'ht'^ .st the UnixtT'^iti ^'1 IVixen^in 
Hif wnfk ha*- hivn ■^hniwn Lnlnrn.stienallv I be mid-eighlkfcS^ and 
biXTi l‘s'ii 1 (Fnxi m g^si' nim,! k-nhsusn lilFn .iiid iiilnh ftMw iil^ Ii 

w cbiir^elen/sd hv ii ten>WHrT dnmmisnt ^ i 4 ifcVM"\ emI riHirr,! 

jFkJ indw hlUiil iJentilv p^htifs le Exhieh k^ue^.lism*- nt psmxf j\nr o-n- 
trj]. Jj'fC rfjFy erii^3Fj(-r% U4HS. b&EV, 22 minuti^-l and the Hir*. SliPp. tiere 
|Thfi,i - 1 a'»<' ]■ i KUpru."! I hAVV, 27 nunuti™-!, AiinLlo'Ci rrupnit lenglhy 

iirnl opniple^ tn fspttit ihkally Ihp |he Lli'tini- 

iKsns nund rifck“H HVH ntxxf U* tvinmEnUv ni iTHidElioRnpl iiimEl^ 

.SFuf boEV ihi-M-nin- rvinlervhd dtS^-MS isI pvihskinHil^ nt tliMPXjrM" 
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tjleii in whifh thf *md t^vil Hirv biv.mghl intn^ 

pLiy, the little girls' giiine> in\olvf the tipptJsititm i>l weak- 
ness .ind strength w'ith their o^ntvmit.int fonta^iies ot risk 
flnJ sdlvatuui. r^swer is nuni tested as a subs[ittite hir hive, 
and ptswerlessness as a means to becuming ur remaining 
iLwable, l^lay may be %iewe\i as a safe place, a i^pace tor 
ri-grtssitm and suhlimation through imagmtHJ narratives tit 
power and surrender — a dL'seriptitin th>[ unlike thiwt' istten 
applied to the inJeraelkm of hitUasy and dt^sire in st*>.ua] 
encounters. In bolh instances a primary plenitiade in which 
imaginary omnipKitence and real dependency are bi>und is 
rt'aeti\attd. 

The central setme in ii^indo's work, a series til interview s 
or sessions, is erne in which ihe signitic.ince of the per- 
hirmer's girthood submissi^'ene^s and Iht tVvIings of hunub 
iation is res eakd in the process of remembering and telling. 
In this respect, Zando's use of doubling may bt^ interpretLsJ 
as a metaphor tor the inleraetiiin ot consciinis and uncon- 
scious registers- In Ux.'i, s fHay t'rjse^iers is die id id intti 
tw'o parts entitltd '"Kemembrance" and '"Ret tignitiiin " The 
layering ot narrativ es, the dirts:tor's relatiimship to her pt‘r- 
tdrmer and iht* mt'chanisni ot rept^itinn all recall pnx'esscs 
characteristic tit the psychoiitialytic scene, a placv tor telling 
^ery personal stones, lor the construction tif a narrative vit 
the siTt. Susan Stewart has describtsJ Ihe narrative ot ihesL^t 
as funclioning by virtue of 'that story's lost point ot identity 
w'ilh the mother and its perpietual dt^sire ftir reunion and 
incorporation, for the repetition which is not a repetition."'^ 
In Phtii Prjsiiiiers the presence of the script, the ap^HMr- 
ante of the dtfeclor's fwmd to arrange her subject's clothing 
tjr hair, and the lack of prelense i^ignitied by the mov ements 
lit a hand held camera in both the contemporary and 
archival scenes of mothers and daughlers, are among the 
disruptions in naira live fluidity which exptisc* the ctmstmc- 
tion of such a narrative, ft is a narrative that takes shape 
around a wnse of toss^ a desire for union, a problematic 
idenlification w-iih Ihe mol her and Ihe role ot tht*se in piit- 
terns of repetition. And central to Ihe struggle for powder 
depicled in s Play Prisimfr.^ is the relationship tu'lw^eim 
identity artd dis>iiv. 

The inlensity of Ihe girlhixKl friendship as it is retold and 
recontevtuali/ed in P/ay PrisopiiTS may be compared ti> 
the dynamics ot power and rectignilion di^Tibtd by lessica 
Benjamin in her biHik Tfre of Making use tif 

HegeTs master-slave dialectic, Benjamin describes how' 
Siidistic dominalion and masochistic submission are Kiund 
in the struggle fi>r auloniimy and rmignilion. Her account 
recfuin^ a modification of the view^ j>ut forw ard by I'reudian 
and t^canian theory' that we accede to subjeclhtHxJ through 
a prtvess of si^paration of self from other. tkm}.imifi nvasts 
ihis image of rupture^ as an oscillation in w'hich acknowl- 
edgemenl of the tither is integral to retognition of the st^tf. 
Thus, in her % iew, domination originates in a negative trans- 
formation of iheiX|uilibrium fcn^w^ivn si*tl and other. It is on 
(his basis that she reixmsiders the gendered posit iims of 
aggression and passivity which, she proposes, rt^iilt fRim a 
psychic structure in which mutuality is forsaken as one |,xf- 
son plays subject and the other object — a dynamic 
inscribtxf and culturally reinforced in the nevus of primary 


relations w'ith the mother. ImfHirtantly, benjamin's adher^ 
ence to an intersubjective approach based in Ohjecl 
Kelatioiis tluxirv' by no means excludes the intra psychic con- 
cept ot the unconscious. As shi* statics: 'it is only against Ihe 
background of the mind's private space I ha I the real other 
stands iput In relief. '''' 

V\'hile tk^nja min's nliance on mi>re MPCiologiCHlIly based 
theories such as Nancy t lu^dLiirovii s KrprLPifjaTiopi of 
Mtpf/rcriPix allows her to outline an alternative minlel ot psy- 
cho sexual ditlerenlialion, she adheres ti> classical ^>sych<i- 
analytic approaches in positing the primary struggle tor 
autontimy in the realm of the bvKty and ils pleasures, for 
controlling the biHly is one vif the first steps toward inde- 
pendence. And that contripk at teasi initially, is usually 
im passed by the mother vir another wxpman, in the supervi- 
sion of weaning, heding and toilet training. Thus ihe rela- 
tionship Intwisni mi>lher and iniani is sevn as laving Ihe 
toll nd a Him for adiill eroticism, l-riim her pcTspcvtive, the 
jtiurne>' of ihe male child away from primary^ identification 
w'llh the mill her is ntsfessanly traught with ditticullv tor it 
rix|uires a radical assi rtion of autonomy and ditterentiation 
to establish and maintain his othernt^^s. The girl's relatively 
undisturbtd identificalion vv ith her mother, how'ever, pre- 
semts difti fi-nt chalUmges to her indivldualioii- Ikmjamin 
problemali/es theories, such as t'hodorow 's, which pt?sit an 
easy or natural idenlilication bc^tvvetm mother and daughter. 

Sign i t leant I V, she assi^rts that the desin.^ to injlict or receiA'e 
|Xiinr even as it seeks to break through Knmd a lies, is als4i an 
effort to find them. She points toward the relalii>nship 
belwtvn power and desire, and hov%' these htxome inacsA^- 
sible to the lit lie girl whiMi she s.iysi 'To tln^ extent that the 
mol her has sacrificed her ow n independence the girt's 
attempt at indeptmdence would represent an assertion ot 
power tor which she has no txisis in identification.”^'’ 

Jessica tk^nfamin has s.iid that 'The ejuv'stiim ol woman's 
di^ire actually rims parallel lo the vpiestion of piiiwer."^ 
Ikvause there are aspects of Ztindvi's work w'hlch point lo 
more complex queslions aboul the relationship In^tween 
female si,^xuality. desirv^ and iXPWXTr Ibis reading will explore 
links K*lwetm Ltenfii min's thevry tif the gendering ot domi- 
nance and submissicin and the imptvssibilily of representing 
feminine desire in a symbolic ordi-r in which W'omen are 
objtxTs ot exchange N'twix.*n men, a condition addressed in 
several of Luce Irigaray's texts. Benjamin draw's upon 
Object Relations theisry iv> reinstale the mother and to 
emphasi/e theettents ol hit culturally dest'siiali/td position 
for Woman's desire. Luce Irigaray analyst's the “hommi>sex- 
liar libidmal economy, as it is reiterated in LTa.ssical psycho- 
analysis, w'hUh subj^xTs lemininc dttvire lo masculine mod- j 

els. Irigaray constantly draws attention to a symlxilic system < 

w hich reinforces the father-son btmd bul v^ hich offers no * 

similar repawititalion ot a feminine genealogy. The lesbian ^ 

relations in Lt's tTiry may bo read against this 

iibidinal economy in w'hich relations betw'een men are 
forged across the bxxlies of woman. * 

LJereliction is Irigaray's term tor the unsynitxali/ed stale ^ 

ot Woman's dr*sirt'.^ She spi'aks of this lack of symhoh/alion 
in terms of mourning, that is, as an exprL'ssion of loss which ci 

female subjecls cannot ctimplete for lack of knowing what it f' 




i 


is they haw In this context 
the themes of power and loss 
made explicit by Z^ndo's voice- 
overs ("...Kitb women mourn that 
which they have losi, ils because^ 
we've lost pi»iver that we need 
each other") may he interprelixJ as 
constitutive rwil imly of the stmg- 
^ for jutoni>mv and reco^Anition 
common to all relationships #s it is 
n?flettevl in the narrative fanhisies 
of the litlle girls' games, but also 
of an identificatory drama with 
the mother issuing from thiM 
unsymbol i/.ed loss and unrepre- 
sentable desire. 

Woman's tendency toward 
ideal U>ve is for Benjamin the key 
to understanding NHb feminine 
desire and patterns of submissii>n 
Acci^rding to her, the wish lo bi' 
found and known which charac- 
terizes the fantasy of submission 
in essencej a desire for access lo 
one's own mlerior that has finjnd 
no external expression. Could she 
mean that as iheix^ is no place for 
expression of her desire in ihe 
symbolic order — that externuil 
struciure w^hich is psychically 
internalized, that she is destined \o seek the disci>very or 
awakening of her desire vicariously^ thrirngh an tithcr's 
agency? IndeiM, what are the constx|tiences for w'^iman of 
the conflation of desire and pt>wer in the phallus? As 

a. !ifc*w j rt, Sdisj n thf Jawymy — ttf thf .VfertJitiFi'. fht* . 

iilhf iJir Hjhimnri«. J+ihiw ISKpLlr1^ UnuxTMlv 

Plew. n 
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tftkie "Ke-readmg Irigiiray" tm T^nsa Ufi^nruin, 

wnJ IVfW [xmdiiri. Rnulltd^^k-, Ih1^tnn’ 

ctfH in IngJ ray 's wiifV 
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mew of her m.>^u j 1 impul.>efi, lyt her libkiina I iS'LinoEny ainl, nki^tk- |\i rtn,' o- 
Urly. irf Vr ongiiul diwiiy jnd Vr di^irv In# In mofi“ w,ivs thiin 

timr ll W ri-ally a for Vi* of J 'hty% Ehint raJkiilly t^sipes ani' 

Itpn-Mrnlation Whi-pm^ ihe irnpckssibilii v nl 'mourn int:' il 
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soyis; "“we musl admit th^t wi^ an> ^till unable tu 
prcKluce a female imafie or j^ymK^I thaf ‘ft oulU cuunterbal- 
anrt* tht^ nH>nfOjXi|y of the phally;^ in repretsenlinf; desire." 
Benjamin appears \o be saying th^it if there Ls no hymhi>l for 
_ Ehai is. a representatiori of (he principle of ind i vidua - 
lion — other lhan I he masoiline one of the phallus, wonnan's 
access to power and desire will always be leiiuous. In a sensi" 
woman's relationship lo origins and loss is siicrificed in her 
rolet^f rt-presenfing Ihi^se relations to man, such lhat htl^own 
identity — that is, her indix iduation in relation to }ier mother 

— rernains obscure. Irigaray describes this situation with 
pLietic force: The pnsbiem is that, by denying the mother her 
generative power and by wanting to be the sole creator^ the 
Father, according to our culture, superirrLpt>ses upon the 
archaic world of the flesh a universe of language (languef 
and symtH>ls which cannot take root in it except as in the 
form of that which makes a hole in the bellies of woman and 
I he siie of iheir identity"* * 

In the Lacanian schema woman js loss, ihus the piiiradoxi- 
cal attnbute of btMng the phallus w hich she cannot have But 
if woman is loss, how^ can she rt^prt^mt ficr loss of that pri- 
mary relationship — the relationship wilh the mother that 
Irigaray describes as biding oni* of '“mad desire because it is 
the dark continent par evct*l]ence"?^- In a lucid descnption of 
Lacan's complex concept of the phallus a*^ signifii^ of differ- 
ence in k’>sSp Judith Butler sheds light on Jessica Benjamin's 
theory of the gendering of ptisitii^n.s oi piiw^er and submis^ 
Sion. She says'^ 'The inierdeptmdency of these pt>si lions 
(mnile having' the phallus and female 'being' the phallus) 
recalls the Hegelian structure^ of faiUsJ reiiprocitv bi'tw'wn 
master and slave, in particuLir, the unexpected dependency 
of the master upon the slave in order lo establi.sh his own 
identity through rvfledion.”'^^ 

The garru's in Let's Ptay PrwiiETs duplicate the dynamics 
of the master-slave relationship But because* the struggle 
^xcurs betw^een girls (and by implication in a sexual relation 
bt^twxx'n two w^omanl may infer not sti much that min's 
gendered pxtsitions of male dominance and female submis- 
sion are transferable to homosexual relationships, as suiX^Ev 
they are, but that the dependency of identity on differentia- 
tion awd reflect itm may alst> bt^ crucial to a struggle which 
occurs belw'een mothers and daughters, and belw'een 
women. Benjamin otmsiders the problem of a missing symbtd 
for w'oman's desire in the follow'ing manner; The ckisi^l wx' 
have come to an image of feminine activity is motherhiHxJ 
and iertility. But the mother is not culturally articulated as a 
sexual subject, one w'ho actually desires something for herself 

— quite the contrary. And once sexuality is cut linrse from 

reprtKiuction, onct* woman is no longer mother, we are at a 
loss fi>r an image of woman's st^xual agency "*^ In other 
Words, there can be no feminine desire that is not alienattxi 
through its dependence on an exterior miKlel. Or, as Luce 
Irigaray says: "The maternal function underpins the sijcial 
i^rder and Ihe order of desire, but it is always kept in a 
dimension of The si niggle for autonomy without 

loss is not only complex for the female subgxt^ but it is short 
circuited. The little girl encounters difficulty in differentiat- 
ing herself fn.nTt the mother beca use I here is no ad ex^uate rep- 


resentation of w^hat she has k>st and culturally the miUher 
cannot provide a reflection of desire^ being without anv 
siK'ially acknowledged dt^ire hersx-lf- In Irigaray's wurds: 
"And if you lead me hack again and again to this blind 
assimilation of you — but who an* ytm? — if you turn vour 
face from me, giving yrnirseH to me rmly in an already inani- 
mate form, abandoning me to competent men Ut updo 
my /your paralysis. I'll turn lo mv father. Tit leave yim for 
someone who seems more alive than you."^^ This passage 
brings to mind a comment by Judith Butler which has inter- 
est in g links to the desire betw-een w-omen manifest in 
Zando's x idtxitape: "If l^can presumes that female horpjiist'x- 
uality is.sues froma disapp^inii'd hi^terttsi^xuality, as observa- 
tion is said to shi^w, could il not he equally clear ti> the 
observer that helerosexuality issues fri>m a disapptunled 
homitsexualily?"^^ 

Throughout the storit*s recounted by Zandii's |xt*rfofmer 
and by her childhixxJ double, archival kxitage t^f a 

rm^iher and inf an I from home movies is introduced at crucial 
momt*nts. The memory tsf feeling i>mniptsten[ in the tx^gin- 
ning of the friendship ("I ihiiught there was M>rnt*thing inde- 
structible about me — I thimght 1 1 was w’hat I w^as") and a 
fantasy of trying to escape are painxJ with Ihe vulnerahilily 
and dependetux' of a new'bcm bt^by whose tiny bxxiy is era- 
dkxi in its mother's hands ("...I wx^s a prisiiner and couldn't 
say anything"). When she speaks of being tit*d up by her 
friend and unable lo mtwe, the image of a Kibv sirandtxi rm 
its stomach appears briefly We w a tinldler btung ti^sed 
over her mtvihc'r's shoulders as she recalls that she was strong 
but very small and that her friend w»utd show' her i>ff to 
other friends. And w'hen she tells a story" about a game tsf 
trust in which she allows hers4*lf lo be held limp over her 
friend's arm.s, we see a tixJdler released from her miahx*f' s 
protixlive grasp as she takes her first tentative steps, teeter- 
ing k>w'ard an inevitable fall. 

l-Css trans^’iaamt in this narrative structure of doubling are 
the close- up view's of tw'o naked w'oman touching each other 
^vhich initiate Ms Day Pjrisc»Ui'rs and incrcii-singly punctuale 
the elaboration of the stories as they are rt*peated. The silent 
interaction ot female bxxiixSi sivms |o signal a dcsin,'' thal is 
uns|X»kc*n, suppressexi in language. IndtxxL Ihest^ sequences 
ha\e a distorttsJ, dream-like quality. The mutual grasping 
and stnvklng is erotic yet the exploratory characler of these 
gestures and the w'ay we as view'ers are plunged inttv j con- 
fusing closeness with bodies that are difficult lo di^’era in 
either their detail or their morphokigyx suggests a kind of 
engulf ment, perhaps akin to the infant's perspective of the 
mother's fcxsdy Within this framework of temptsral regres- 
sions and projections Z^indo weaves a complex web of rela- 
tionships bet wei.*n girh. bi*i\veen mothers and daughters, and 
ultiniaiely'H K-tw^een W'omefl. A |'»oignanl struggle to achieve 
attunement pervades the stories recounted in Let's P/ay 
Pri.xjwcrs. As the adult iHTlornH'-r continues to rtvid the senpt 
describing child hold events, one of several interpretive 
voice-overs referring to the present rather than the past 
rx'placx^ her words: "One woman tritw to replace power by 
Ihe li>^'e that she feels for her friend. Her friend n^vts love to 
invest herself wilh the power associated w^ith control." 
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shvy vn^a whtit Benfamiri would CritI a '"n^j^alive 
cycle of m’ofvnitinn.'" 

Ccrurfll to thi.^ 4 - ^Ets^les is ihv bcnJy — i\s vuliH'Mbilirv. its 
repression, its ii neon fcrolM hie ur^es/its pain and its biiund- 
meh. k is the mol her' s prohibit ions on ihe body, *ind their 
place in Ijler ertjtie deveiopmeotn which are resurrected m iht* 
^.ime which causes a disttirbing rift in the girls" fnendship, 
The two j^irls make- a pact to htdd their uiine lhmughi»ut the 
schtH^t day and Ihen wel iheir pants {' We ll do it in our pants 
like little kids. '1 Tht*y exchange kniming kn^ks and signals 
of their tHHJlIy control. As lhi‘ story unfolds so does I he psy- 
ch<.i-sc^xual nature of ihe struggle for recognitions "we made 
signs, ptisht-d i>ur legs logelher, it ws^our stvret..." And w hen 
the dommt^-ring girl shar^-^ their sc'crel with another friend, 
the more submissiie child fi-els dwply bt^traved. No matter 
w'hal she dins to win love, shr* must accept that her relation- 
ship is not exclusive after all. In order to elicit the intimacy and 
senw o| abandonnumt experiencisi in this childhiHpJ humilia- 
tion, ;^.ando urgt^ her piTkirmerr "say it like you re lex ers. ' 
The repi^lition tif ihis story of waiting and going io ihe toilet 
logether resumes against the backgmund of the two naktsi 
woman siU^ntly caressing each i>lher. The struggle belwt^en 
being cimtrolied and self^ontml, between love, power^ mutual 
recognition and the biKlily pleasures is summed up in tht‘ sub- 
missive child's dilemma: "I w'as waiting bi' able lo go lor the 
relief. She lumtd, her eyes full of excitement. I was fnghlentxi 
If I didn'i do what she wanltd she would hate me, if I did I d 
w-et my pants. I couldn't and I couldn't go out vvlthout going.'' 
Another story recounted over the duration of Uf s Tftfy 
Pri-iH^pitvs involves the adherence to a line and the conse- 
^uentx-s of Its transgression. The significance of this line is. it 
appears, I hat of sexual difference. The more assertive of ihe 
two girls decides they will cross the arbitrary vet mviE>labie 
dtvisii>n betwtx n the hoys' and the girls' play ground. Her 
challenge is a specific one, that of displav — a symbolic expo- 
sum of the female genitalia: she urges her more timid fiier^ to 
enler the biw< play ground with her momenlarily and raise 
their skirts, thus Haunting the labtx> 

At several piunls in Let's PLiy PrastiFu^rs specific rcMerenci's 
to Ihe dynamics of powder are made in voice-overs. As 
archival fotUage iif tw^o little girls sharing a bath is inlro- 
ducixl wv hear: 'Two women are trying to recn^ate their own 
experience both are powerless because they nevsJ love, 
bixause they have lost love " And shortly therealter: "I am 
the girl s mtPlher, I am allowed p^mer and love, 1 haxe the 
ahsx>tute love t>l my child and the ability to conti»t it," The 
relationship of the girlhood friends is descnbi'd. yet they are 
refem.'d to as adults. Against images of the performi^ telling 
her stipry we hivir: tine wo^man lni‘*s to replace p(iwer by the 
love she frt 1.S for her friend. She is like a child because she 
cannEii K-liexe to hv in love involves risks. The other rejects 
love and assiHiates hersc'lf with p^m^r investinl in acnirol. 
She aci?. independent but she could be crushed by disap^ 
provat tkilh act out of dx-spcTation as they rTbL>urn that which 
I hey haw lost. And the bod lx's of Ihe silent women t'mbrac- 
ing haunt thes*‘ vx>ice-overs. Za ndt> attempts lo do several 
things in thi»i work, all of them pointing to ihe vexed ques- 
tion of It-male sexuality in a manner which suggests that the 


mother-daxighter relationship may have everything lo do 
w ith Ihe riddle of feminine di%i^t^ While a^fuling or al least 
circttmx'enli ng the OedijMl model which relies so insistently 
Em Ihe phallic econt>my of the fa i her, she never! heless makes 
a plea ftir Ihe mtither, as she is defined w ithin such an eaxno- 
my, to relinquish hercEintrol. 

The fEP| lowing wxirds appyr on the sewn near the begin- 
ning Elf Part 11, "ReccignitiEin," shortly aftcTa repetition of the 
story abEiut welting their pantf. — the story in which the 
more submissive little girl p,i in fully refuses to play her pirt: 

1 want to sever the tit^s between mx^thers and 
ch i Id rt^n . . . bet ween W'omen." Surely this severing is E.'a fried 
oul quite effx’X’lively in the Wixrkings of patriarchv. As Let's 
Play PriHxipicr?: is so clearly aKuit desire belwc*en wximen, 
w^hat can Zando mean by ihis enigmatic statemxmt? I''erhaps 
Irigaray s texi quxHed at the bi'g inning can provide some 
clui*s: "When the tme comes into the world, the other goes 
imdergrxiund when Ihe ehh' carries life, the tit her dies. And 
w hat 1 wanted inm you, Mothx-r, was this: that in giving me 
li fe,^ you still rema in al ix"e. ” 

In f s Fkv Pn.^wr^ the themes of ptmer, loss and desia' 
emerge in a concatenation of relatixmships, each rx'pc'tition 
and dsiubling becoming an elxwent in a densely woven pit- 
tern xif dominance and submission. The little girls' games 
f^ymbxilize a mutual siruggle for rectigTiitiEin in which desire 
and identity are inextricably Nmnd. Irigaray'^s call for the 
mxsther to hx“ alive is one fiir her to be a desiring subject. 
Z,indo's will to banish the CEiniroEling mxither is one that 
insists, in a ditfx'rent wavn un the legitimacy' of the daughter's 
di-sire. The hiss of both the xlesirtxJ and the dx^iring mother is 
at the hear! of thx^ cTtsis of identificatkm w hich Ls dx^rulicticm. 

The little girls' gann^ may ht^ sevn as an allegory of dere- 
liction in I hat they rxprt^*ni thwarted desin^; the desire fora 
dx^siring molhxT, the desire for the mother's Ixdy, the desin^ 
tor autonEPmy w ithoul Iw&i, and the desirx' for the power to 
posses that desire^ through other than vkarious meansi, 
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Ngtisi Onwurah'H The 
Hih/y Beauiifiil ^irrives t>n 
ert'st of a wave of 
t\eipv black Rritij^h film- 
making which has, as 
Kobena Mercer aiui Isaac 
Julien nolo, transformed 
film culture, throwing 
"questions of cultural 
difference, identity and 
otherness — in a v%'ord. 


ethnicity — intii the fore- 
g round of contestation 
and debate/' ^ 


VVidt'ly sihtiwn film and circulatid v\k‘n- 

sivfly in lw| as fv^srt ol a touring pji Ehfou^h 
.111 ganerieSn attumalivt.* ^-enut^ and cinomatht?quL's, 
films produced throuji;h Sankota and tht? Bl.irk 
Audio Collective like Te^'r|^0^frs, 1V>S4; Hamhuh^rih 
Thr of Rvnit'mhrafHT, 1^H7; and 

/jx>i:jW5f ij^rj^^tou, 1^S4, al?>ij ri-preM^nt .1 n-smenla' 
tion of black inler\entionL«iE cinema away from ihe 
traditi 0 n. 1 l mode Ilf docutnenlan- realism. Wliilc the 
manner of reading the repreiientational inn^ivation 
Ilf this work has bevn con lent jousr^ the films clearlv 
iipetl up a new space in tvhich the political priority 
of rt'prestmting black history^ and e^pi'riencc is Hod 
to an inlerri»gation of re prestm Litton itself, "fore- 
gnmnded"" as Vfercer and lulien noleH ""a^ a praclice 
of selecliiin, combination and arliculafion "^ 

I iviiuld also argue that wliat makes this work unique isi its reformulation ot the ptilili- 
cal to include questions i»f desire, emtxidied subjtclivity, pt'rs 4 .inal memory and sexualitv 
in a manner that aligns (he work (but does not, obviously^ subsume it> with the abiding 
c<incerns and ihef^retical territory of feminism Experience, that is, deployed as s*Kia] and 
se^miotk construction, becomt's a critical sile for reuriting the di\ ision between publie and 
pri\‘ate history' tnini the ferspecti^ e ot an embodied and desiring sub^^et. 

1 'l^' \Lir^pn and iX' Cy-nrrf." S. fm. 24, ™.» 4. p. Z 

2 ludnh WilHumiHiiii hj> .i r|[;ui-d that the lA tirk Ms U* bv m.en within Iht' tr.ulMtHhn of the d vant -garJe, I Ml its 

Ifciffi'ui.E hvhndity Jnd jnti rmrfjtiir ^Iratinns WA^re pr^siwly whdit d eliTTnined ils diiti'firme ninJ tls markt.'l 
I ‘4 wo K\ru.U LilUtk-riws^ hl^ek KLlin and Ai rde,” voI. 3<J. m Ki^Mna LArunh-red 

H Jticinn^s ikn Pisiding this wnrrk thmwj'h Ehe%'isor ol Fum-Ameriejin av^Til^f^rde eim*m,i jrxl film thwiiy 

“an undi rlyinif anxaOe io pin dowfi J nd C.lteKi.in/e d practio? thjt Ljpw-t> .ind dit-nipf;^ riMsJ eipis - 
laHiH^% arnl normative asMim^W hPri^ dKsul w hal hLiek' ti]m> HhiT«|d like" C IXi^piPra Cultun- and I he 
ImagiiulhKri m Vthye C ham and CUiti' Andriuli’^VVatkins, I'd-. , Cnlsii'l ijw 

HJinA ^iiiiii;-^-rJ^rprl CrrjeTFfM p ^ 

1 Ihd. p 4 
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Far JydiJh VVilliiinisi^ri, 'Svhtit j> anif5i}^^:^mh-..aNiui iHl^ 
praji'cl is {hn^\ iht-v h.ivt? chasten iv spt'tik fri^m but rial 
bl^L k t^^ptTicnct.^ iVi Hril.im/*-* Wh^it is impLitsi in thjl shiH in 
pfef’K>sLtion is th^it tht^ crilicoi gucil ss noi lo omsiituEe .1 
mnTn>UN>;if j^rtriiit nn t'ntirv (.■ammiiniEy, huE h* ispt'i^ up 
repri^st'ntniliim in ihv plurality and diversity in whith ethni-r' 
iden titties) nirv histimirally livi'd. As Paul Gilmy bas ar^uL^d, 
the nime aWiiy tram tin esM^ntiaiiritifi '^^hnie abst^luiism'' 
ta a more '“ptily phonic'' concept of identity in these' til ms 
marks a step ti>i\'ard the "'nt'cessan' su^j^eslion that blACk 
art mij^ht be>;in tn^m llie Jncu mentation ol conslnjctL\1 dif- 
ferenct's within the hind a mental category of blackness."'' 
Thi' WnJy Ht'^u^!i^ui is struclured around this premise. 
PriKhiced hv Channel f aur lor Bnli^h teknlsion, Ihe film 
takt^ Ihe characteristic formal and pi>lilical stress found in 
the S^mkoia and Black Audii> films into Ihe highly emotion- 
ally charj^i.d terrain of iwonstructed autohio^raphy. 

r/ni- o^H-ns wilh a laud allercatitm heluxtm 

a mi^iher and her adolescent dati^hter. The daughter runs 
upstairs, turns and shouts at her malher: nei er lei me 

do anvlhin^, vou titless cow." The music begins and the 
setme cuts to a (laid twerhead shot in which a young black 
woman and her while malher lie riakt%l. L'urlisi together i>n 
a bed. 1 he 1 overhead camera mi>vt^ sli^wly. s^msuausly aver 
their Knlk's to^ a la<.v<^i>i erL‘d window as a young wtTtnan's 
voice begins narrating ihe story of her mother in a voice 
aver: 


Mv mather was Ivirn on Xcni embtT 17 1*112^ at N^-^wca^lle 
onTvntv. In I ^^7 she nuirried my talherj a yt>ung mwh- 
cal sludenl from Nigeria. When hei|UjhfksJ they u enl tts 
Afrita .^rhree years laler^ Nigerinl ivas rip|H-d apart by 
cii'i! w'ar st^ my father simt us hack England! i%ith<,nJi 
him. VVe ivtnild never li\ e as a family again. 

The scene is repi.Mli'd near the end af T^Pf ikniy 
lbt‘ film mavt*s KiL'k through histi>ry and memory' cc»nsti- 
lute a daughter's ri'la lion ship U* her mother. Returning to 
ihe Imagt" oi the two wt^men lying naktvl Uigelher, the one 
young, IxMulitu] apid black, the other white and scaiTt\i by 
Ihe ravages i^f a radical mast^-\|amy and rheumatism, the 
film traces a daughter' s psychic and creative journey 
towards the mother. This highly candeiiseJ f\nd poc^tic 
scene recalls a scene in another feminist film: Chant a I 
Akerman's f.^si Rtvrdci-i^JUS lyAnitu^ that film tixi tracing the 
wandering of a daughter whip arrives, finally,, in a hotel bed 
with her nusther. There, naked and curled up next to her 
malher, Anna dist,'U>ses that she has begun a lesbian niff air 
with another woman. In an earlier reading of Akerman's 
films, I had argued I hat the sn^ene recalls an enduring phan- 
tasy in much feminist thet>ry ct>ncerned with rewriting a 
hegemonic otdlfMl M'ript fri>m the perspective of a female 
subjiH. !.^ Btith Kristeva and Irigaray, fetr example, evoke the 
territorv of the miither and daughter u^latianship as the pri- 
marv psvchic substratum for women and one, furthermore, 
whose enduring erotic atlraciii>n constitutes the p^tssibility 
of an alternative ecimomy of dicin' and identification. As I 
have argotd, ihi^ moihiT in these scenarios is of fen subject 
tt> an ideal i^atiim which places her outside of language and 


desire, outside of any autonomous field ik sc'xuality^ not 
defimd by her mlation lo the daughter. 

Tfrc Rdy Htijutihd r\'traci-s this psychic territory but with 
an impiprtant difference as the phantasy of maiernal assimi- 
lation, based on the mirrartd image betw'wn malher and 
daughter, is critically suspcMidtd by the difference bebvetm 
the tWLi. VVhal are the terms of this difference? Earlier, I hiid 
allempt^-d to describe the scene by reterring to ihe women 
as "white" and ''black,” the use* of this opposition K-t raying 
the difficultv af elaNvraling a c ritual discourse lhal ds^es naf 
fall into the trap of refHaling fhe maiiLchean dualisms at 
racist idt\>logy. Any such reading of Iht' difference bi'twtvn 
the two women as an opprsilion bc'twetm the binar^^ ti^rms 
ot black and white is undermiind bv the autahK^raphical 
lati that the daughter is the offspring af a mixed marriage 
Bearing the genetic In heri lance of Ksth faci.>r she ixcupies 
the unstable and socially incriminating p>sitian of the in 
bt^ween. 

This is the territory Onwiirah explond in her earlier film 
Coffis" Oifoun^f w'hich diKU merits painful expe- 

riences suffered by a vimng girl and her bn^thi r Keause ot 
their inability \o fit into any rigidly tsiablishtd racial catc'- 
gi>rv. As the auto>bLograph]cal facts of t Inivurah's life refuse' 
anv disctiurse of racial essentia I ism an^.1 re^X'al how rigid 
identity categarits atv alscp consiiiukd through ''exclusii>n 
and deauthi^ri/alion/'^ racial difference in these' films comes 
to bc' defiiud as the product of cultural mediatian; pnv 
dticed bi»th by fhe stK’ially constructed Un^k of a wi^rld 
which, as the ^'oice over in frames It, only sees 

in black and white and allemati^ ely, as a kind of resistance 
and prixx-ss of ideniificalion in w'hich racial sdeniiiv neces- 
sarily includes various h>rms of diffen.'nce. 

This "polyphonic idea of blackness," as Paul Colriw 
terms it, is acciimpinkd on the level of formal articulation 
bv a desire lo challenge the opposititm iH'twiiH'n the cate- 
gories of fiction and dtKunHmtary which assigns fhe \ alue 
of truth to the latter and representatii>nal distartum and 
invention 10 ihe former. 'iA'hlle Thi* R’arifjfj// is struc- 
tured around the prx^mise of autobkigraphy, a conventional 
subject of feminist dociimenfary, neither the autt^biographi- 
cal subj^'Ci in the film nor expserlence as such are reprt'sent^'d 
as transpareni or uni fil'd phenomena, the oni,' tunctioningas 
the guarantee ol the au then I icily of Ihe tether t^nwurah. In 
caher w ords, dot's not start \rom an unproblemali/id notion 
of expt^rience as ihe foundation ot identity but demon - 
strales, through the complex h orchestnilixl work oi repre- 
sentation that is Thi^ HtxiJiffbif- how disc our sc% insiiiu- 
lions and the social construction of the ga/e mt'diate and 
kletermiiH’ i^xperience as a historical pmccss. 

C>n the inosi imme'diate level, T7tc /J<'tNiJihif's dej.’sir- 
ture from the realist conventions of the fern in is! contessi^m^ 
al diwumentary is signalkx.'l through the use of stylized dra- 
matic re-cmaclments. In thc'se, Onwiirah's tmsi.Tix n prt'sc'nce 
is conx eved through a s^^rk's of actors who represt^nl her at 
various stages of her life: child, adolescent and young 
woninin. Critically, the autobiographical voice over in the 
film w'hich lunctiiins as the piimar> structuring device is 
alsti perlormeil by an aclor (Rosie Rowe 11 1. While Ihe first 
p'rM>n address of this voice over, its asst'rlion of an "I ' situ- 
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«iU^ it .IS .1 hctLLiiiLiti/i-vl .njHKiri*!] then- nnthin); 

in the* li"sE ihdil f ii diruci nr .ihsolutt.' ennti^rmitv 

K^wi-vii the ..HI Eh nr i^titsidL- thi* Hit fict 11111.1 1 surrn- 

^aEe. Ap.irE ^rnm thi‘ um" i^t tutor's bndy .ind vnicr tn n.^p- 
rrM-^n l I hi- .iiithnr In eIu* ti^ xE, the slyh/ed ninirks nt enuneia- 
Einn. Ehe um- nt artifieial stud in sp.iee .iiid lij^hEing, the dr.i- 
matic gt^Eiin^ Lind oi eIk- actors, the forteful pn^-iice 

uf Ehe tLinier.i and the nrchestriiEinn nt a ciinipt^lhng phant.i- 
sy SL\]uence as the jssyehic centre nf Ehe film, all suspt"nd the 
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duthfntkity thv iiultihitij^r.iphiLd! 

I would ar^uv tbdl \hv soparation the him tdk'cts 
K'twtvn the spedkinj; vtike oi the narratinnjl subject and 
diay Hittrihuiien oi duthenhctKy is whal makes Thi^ Beady 
Bi-auUfiti Ml distindivv. While the tirsi fierstan k>stiinonial 
address of much feminist doeumentary which has been 
rightfully interpreted as a crucial j>otilit:al intervenhon in 
"giving voice/* ^ruining" and represenhng wumen as 
speaking subiectSr^ the qui'stinn remains as to what kind of 
subject is being represented by th%Ni' lartics. W^hat is signifi- 
cant abi'iul Thi- Boilif Birajilifut is I hat the siratc'gy of autobio- 
graphical narraiitm is appropriateil but reframed and rV' 
prt'sented as a pftKfss of M'lf- fashioning and revision u^/filiifi 
language. Hert' I he voice functit>ns ni>t as the fully self pre^ 
Mmi guaranitv of the homogeneity and iruih oi the sjx'ak- 
ing subh'Ct but precisely as I he textual cause of its division. 
Finallv unanchoixsi in any definitive b(Klily presence, the 
voice remains near t<i tlie grain, a wTilerly voice that con- 
sirucis and revises the history^ ol a subj^X’t with^^ut ever fully 
occupying that posilion. 

This ili^'isit^n of the autobiographical subject is most 
ob\iously conveyed thfinigh the radical d is juncture in the 
film bi'twtvn sound and image Refusing all but the nriiist 
minimal instances i^f synchronicity* image and semnd tunc- 
tion as two distinct signifying registers and two distinct 
temporalities. While the imagt"s function in a minimal and 
melon vmic fashion to evoke a series of ctmdensed memiv 
lies and past e^ tfits, the \ oiceof the autobiographical narra- 
ttvr IS located very much in I he presc'ni as a discourse of rel- 
nwpeclion, analysis and interpretation. It is this retrospec- 
tive qua lily of the voice that locates it as the site where the 
aut^>bi^^graph^cal subjc'ct revises her historical narrative in 
relation to the historical narralivi/alion of the mother. Hie 
autobiographical subject in 7Vic Hviiutifut thus only 
comt*s into repri'seniation through the reconst itulion of a 
relationship and dialogue with an i>ther — in this case — 
with the mother. 

7>iis dialogic quality of the film is conveyt'd through the 
uncanny presence of the director's mother, Madge 
Onwurah, w'ho plays herself and w'htwt* voice, speaking the 
lyrical leml wTitten by the daiighter, functions as a ci>mple- 
n^eniary narratiu, joining the ficti^^nali/ed voice of the 
daughter in a dialogic exchange. Here the mother is prt'seni, 
not as an idealised figure in the daughter's phantasy but as 
a subject 'in her owm rightn'' a dt'siring subject. As such, the 
entire film might be sevn as an ad of reparation that seeLs to 
retxigni/e the mother as different and desiring, that endt^av- 
ours to rememht'r for I he mo! her, ki give the mtvther a voice 
in a culture that habitually casts her on the sideiif in^ isibili- 
ly' and silence. 

W^hile it is a rtx’irgniiion oi difference which grounds the 
daughter's acknowledgement of the mother's status as 
desiring subject, this difference is not only organised 
around the pirticulariik's of racial identifkalion, but is n-ad 
in relation to the Specular n'gime of a se\ist culture in which 
women's worih and desirability is assigned according to 
rigid categories oi body type Again, the autobicigrjphical 
narration functions in a rntica! fashion to frame speadarity 
and to suspt^nd the imtntsJiale lure of the uruige. While this 
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framing of speculanty comes to be most ohvkiusty lied to an 
inlerrogation i>f the role of w’oman as vroXK spetacle, it is 
also implicitly addfi'^M'd Les that specular regime cd racist 
idL'iilc»gy w^hich “ 4 >nly sees in black and w^hite.'"* Specularity, 
in fact, the film sex^ms to argue, is the very nudium through 
which rigid categories of identity and ditference are 
assigntd through the Mwial and institutiimal Esfgani/alion of 
thega/e. 

What is represented as the difference betw^eem mother 
and daughter in Thi- Bikiif BoiutiM resides crilically in the 
fact that the nn!fther suffers a complele mastectiimy and the 
ravages of rheurmUism, that her body is scarreil and crip- 
pled, radically excised from Ihe field of what patriarchal 
cultunL* defines as di?sirable. The masteettsmy rt^pri-M^nis the 
most unbt''arabte hiss, not i>nly for the mother btd for the 
daughter The scar which stands as a vivid li^timimy of loss 
and disfigurement is linked metonmymically lo the Maries ol 
losses ivhich determines the daughter's relation to the 
mother: tKt" his.‘% of the father and a country, the loss of 
eciinomic and class priviU*gi'. 

The mother's disfigurement and conM^quent sexual invis- 
ibilitv is radically contrasttd with the daughter's ability to 
attra-tl tbe male lisik, hert* repr^.'sentect through tht" appara- 
tus of fashion phohigraphy- As a moniage of fashion shots 
features a series of mtdels on Ihe runway^ ^vith tbt* N'gosi 
character in centre frame, the voice tiver intssmis us that she 
began modelling at sixteen: "It was fun. it |:xud well and I 
got lo travel.'* The sequence* cuts tti an i>utdtKir shot in tront 
of a rushing brook mn through with stark tagged rocks. The 
Ng-osi character, draped in a haute cinitore rtd velvet cre- 
ation pises dramatically as a male fashion photographer 
shouts instructions, arranges bet bidy and pmewds to pho- 
t^igraph KcT- The mother's \’oice over K-gins: "“I had given 
birth tiB the model daughter. I walchtxl as she joimsi that 
elite breed iif women pnciHiid in by men w'ho define a slid- 
ing scale of beauty that stops at women like me/' The 
seijiience ends with a close up reflection of the model 
daugbler's face in a lens which sliswiy disMilv^*^ into a close 
up of the mother's face. The shot cuts to the image of the 
mcEther standing, incongrutnisly, in the siime fixratkin, star- 
ing int^i the camera as \s*e hear in viiice overi "Some^vhere 
betw'een the mnistectomy and the rheumatism, I had btxrn 
neutered." 

b!ach 4 if the memory^ enadments hil [owning this sequence 
are organi/id around a foregrounding and tirch*Shtratii>n sif 
a ItKik. While the kx>k in the fashion shtKst stx|UerK.x* stninds 
as a melon vm for the nglme of spH.-ularity where won%an 
figure's as comm^difkd objc'Cl and, as l.aura kfulvey coined 
it, "the erotic spectacle pu excellence/ that chniracltTi'i.tic sif 
the lixik becomes nudiaud in other Mx.juenct's, This is jxar- 
ticularly the case in the pivotal scene where Xgosi, after 
admonishing her mother "not to K- m> uptight," convinces 
her mother to join her in a sauna. As the camera pans 
around the steam-filled room, revealing women with all 
shapes and sii^es of breasis, it pausi's on Madge Onruwah, 
w ho has (alien asleep, her tow^el sliding dow*n to reveal the 
scar on her breast- As Ngnsl obserc'es, the olher ivtsnien all 
look at her mother then quiekly li>ok away. Their look, 
white it might als 4 > be a ]<Hik ol sympathy, a I mi conveys a 
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certain disgust which aliens it with rhe liMik ol ihjl spmilar 
ref;ime which dofitit-s women's desirability and hinice, their 
visibility, accord in^; to standards ol youth, abtc Kidiedness, 
slimness, wholeness... etc. l! is the mediation of this look 
through the look ot the other women that strikes Ngosi, her 
mother's ''womanliness" only becoming apparent to her 
"under erasure^" as lack, through the censoring look of the 
other '1 a*member that day in the sauna/’’ she ohsenes in 
voice over, "’’as the first time my mother appeared befom me 
as a woman. I was torced to see her as others might.'' 

This rtM Ignition is tollow^d by what t have argued is the 
psychic and dramatic centre of the film: a phantasy 
sequence that the daughter orchrtlrales and presents to (be 
mother as the miist special of all gifts. The S 4 ‘C|uence begins 
in a cafeteria/piHdhall where the two women are having 
tea. A tall, young black man is playing ptnal and kidding 
wtth his mates about the "pair of Iried eggs" he had ihe 
night before. Thn>ugh a series of hniks; Ngosi in cli>se up 
stanng at ibi‘ young man: the young man in close up kiok- 
ing in her direct lon^ the mother in miditim shot who kx>ks 
at the young man then turns to hiok a I her daughter staring 
towards him, eIh‘ erotic phantasy is initiated and midiated 
through the Icmk of the daughter. A final cUw up of the 
young man aits Iti a similar close up in which the mother's 
hand enters to caress his face as she stales in voiceover: "A 
single cart'ss from him wi>uld sm<.H>th init the deformities, 
give nw back the right to be desired for my body, and not in 
spite of it. A forbidden phantasy # with no beginning..." A 
ck>se up series of caresses ends with a long shot of the 
young man and Madge On wu rah naked, hi>lding each other 
in a studio Matting filled with bringing gauze sheets and can- 
dles. As the young man picks up the merther, carries her 
the bt\i and begins making It we with her, the camera sud- 
denly cuts to the Ngosi character, taiic\t up like a miHlel, 
w'ho, obst'n ing this primal scene^ giggles and laughs like a 
child. I'm not sure bow' k> interpret this giggle, fs she laugh- 
ing at her own ingenuity in constructing (his scene which 
defiles S4icietal tab(K>s of miscegenation and ageism? Or is 
the laughter I ha I i>f the child, excluded from the primal 
scene, w ho laughs ai the impr<ibability of the mofher ssc'xu- 
ality? Perhaps w^hat the giggle finally rt'Veals are the daugh- 
ter's conflictual feelings around her brazen defiance of 
patnarchal norms of sexual pn>priety. Framed by this return 
of ihi.' rt'pressed (for what is the giggle if a sign of the 
pix^ximity to repn^ssed material?), the phantasy sequence 
few'rites the conventional iKHJipal iw'ript w'ith a dashing dif- 
ference. While the primal sivnein psychoanalysis is scripted 
frenm I he pt^int of \'iew of the male child ivh^iMf sighting of 
parental coilus inspires him with castration anxiety, (he 
scene in The flk'aidifid is i>rgani^t<d around ihe great 
lacunae in classic psychiiana lysis: the desire of the mother. 

In this rt'WTiling. kv^s is displaced from the phallic term and 
located precis4'ly at the level of social institutions and the 
gaze which excise the mother from the field of desirahilty 
The textual density of the s^ene builds as a cliwe up shi>l 
feaEurt's Ngtisi yelling in synch into the camera: "Ttnich her, 
you Kistard." The set|uence cuts back (o the phantasy scene 
where Ngi^si's hands enter frame to grab the man's hand 
and hold it on top of the mother's scarred bnast, as if to 


force a recognition of the desirability of the mother's disfig- 
urement and loss, as if to force him to make up for and 
repair the damage inflicted on the mother. 

The film ends where it bi-gan, with an overhead shot of 
Ihe (wo women lying naked in bed together, a return to ori- 
gins but with a difference That difference involves the pro- 
tracted recDgnition of the mother's sexuality and the con- 
flicted orchesiratiim of a phantasy that wxiuld restore her 
right to be desired. Lying naked, thieir differences are visuaU 
ly recorded and yet suspended by the daughter's narration 
which testifies to the strength and endurance of the emo- 
tional btmd betviwn them which traverses their differences: 

A child is made in its parent's image. But to a world 
W'hich only secs in black and white, I w^as only made in 
the image of my father. And yei, ?^he has molded me, ere- 
aled the Curves and contours of my life, coloured the 
innermost details of my being. She has fought for me, 
protecled nu^ with every' crooked bone in her body. She 
lives inside me and cannot be sc'parated. I may not be 
reflecitd in her image but my mother is rnirroml in my 
S4>ul. I am my moihi^H daughter for the rest my life. 

Mae Gwendolyn Henderstm has observed that: 

What at once characteristic and suggestive atxmt black 
W'omen's w'niing is its interhicuiofy^ or dialogic charac- 
ter, reflecting mit only a relationship with the '"otherls)," 
bul an internal dialogue with the plural aspects of self 
(hat constitute the matrix of black female subjectivity.**^ 

.A more fitting description of fkxfy Bcaiiliful could not bt* 
found. Kich in its lextuuil density, the film iracf^i Ihe consti- 
tulii>n of an autobiographical sub^xt thn^ugh an interhic-u- 
lorv' and dialogic reLition with Ih*,' mother. Wilhin the con- 
text of that dialogic slnieture, the autobiographical subject is 
not given as a stable entity, ynifi^sJ throughout time, but as 
an immutiible process, subject to the particular and idiosyn- 
cr atic effects of hi.sto^ry a nd tts t he posstbi I ities of change and 
revision. Along the w^ay a novel conception of black female 
subjectivity emerges in which identity is defined, rot in 
relaliim to a singular ontnkigy of race or gender but in rela^ 
(ion to a multiple dialogic t^f differences <intergenefa(ii.mal, 
intraracial and interculturali where difference, as Trinh T. 
Minh-ha obsenes: "is tfuii i£*hh'h undermitti^s fhi' tx*ry is/ca of 
iiimtily, defemng lo infinitv the la vers whost^ totality forrrLS 

H Sis^ |u(ka “Thi.^ J^1lilk-a( Ax-sthencs (Xs-u nwnlary 

Hilm," of fiim i ¥aU tSfTJi} 

4 A> Hlwii nKiitiha has pt^inlisJ rhUl, i:i>|{iiiia( diM^vpiifSe precisely 
nviintaimd inf an kks^ti^y the m wKk h I be is pn*" 

duL-iLsJ d fiM-d riMiify "al an 'i:ilher and yvt entin-ly 
And vi^tbW. . El empiiTVs a ii# rippi.-> 4 -ntinefi, a o^anii.- id truth, 

ihdl i^ similar lo (^t-ati^m "The CXht-r Qusslmn — tht* 

?i1en'5itvpf and ri>l<i,pniid( StfCCFT, vol. 24. m* S, 

( Nptnvmbvr / flXs rmbtT 1 

in XIjN- Elenderwn, "Speaking m 

DialectlL's, jnd (he Biark Wi>m4ri WrUer's Literary TtiidptHin,"' in 
f T^'»prj;a' jAif til (udilh Ikjtii'f and hun W' SoHt I New 

Verk and Ij’indniii tiidge, i‘Wi21^ p J4'' 

] t. Trinh T Mmh-ha, VVnwwH. NXIpw. ^X^rr^. isp ci|. j'p HV. 4(» 
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Pearl, Hilda, 

Thelma & Louise 

THE -WOMAN'S FILM" REVISITED 


"We believed that women might lead their 
liv'es with the same freedom tliat men do". 

{Hildii CMni?, 1 mt 6> 

1 / S If s II n fi r r f s ii II 

I he releaM,’ Mih>tNL|iienl iH'x^tUliCL* >lIL■L^^^l ivt KiJIey 

hjs pnivul^iil niuth hv,ih\i JftwU' tn tH>lh puNic .tn*i priv.iK* sp,ia>> with 
iM its pvtsitiiMiiit); ns .1 ix'lilit.illy lorrivt rt'pn.'Mt'nUlipn i*f cunti'inpturary 
VliIih."-. ivsiio is lhi> i|iu’stiijn lIn li> whothcr thf lilm mt’rdy sllb^tllyU‘^ 
buJtiii*s' h>r niLili tiius. in .in otlu-fwist- «.ivnvi>ntH*n.»l -inJ refirt'ssivf mnvie; 
i>r n. iiKlrt'sl , cjn W- r*-.iJ as a puk-ntially pnij^rt'ssivt’ lilm which 

stT' o [i>iijx'n up pi>sihili!u-. Mr fi'niak' pmla^'imists .ind kwinisl^ vk’wt'rs. This 
.irlitk’ is thf ri'suil iit unc sucli iin-j;iiin|; diss-usvion with an (ithiTwiH'i-nlightenfd 
int nci ivhiTcinilJ only >11* lht» (ilw in ilu' iViriixT mantwr. As such, it is an attempt 
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to brin); liiftt'Jhcr a numhifr of idtMS .ind obsi^rv^fltions u 
piirptrK' is to situ .1 to r^ifbiw ami iAmUt' cksirly within thr 
LlttiTTnodo. 

in order loi ofiW't positive rt^niJin^ i>( Theirm iiNi/ 
it is first nect?ssAry^ to shift the j^i^'neric Cfite);t>nes in which 
and through which we undershmd the film. While mosl 
reviewers UnA the film as h 1 feiTiiile vari.il ion on I he ivvid 
movie' (Tis-si w^Einwn riding around in a Thutldert^ird', 
as the tihibe and Mail TV ^uide recentEv described it I, I 
want to pn>pose as an allernatixe that it be kHvkid at as a 
'Woman's hilni\ By locating niefwii jirid Lnasi' within a his- 
torical trajeelory oi films ivhose purpisses and premises 
hiive bcvn welt Ihtxirirtd by contemj'Hsran^ feminist viTiters, 
I hopt' shtd SiHiie lighi on its narrative praetiees, t^pe- 
dally with regards Iep w^hat st^me sc'i* as a siTiEius W'eakness 
ils unhappv ending^^ 

The Wom^in's Kilm 

EX RIM- ruK I he genre categon- of iVEiman's Films' 

arEis<^ ah a kind hub-categorv t>f the everpRipular biiur- 
geipts melodrama. IpVilhin cinematic hihtory, there have 
always htvn films inlendtd primarily for female spic’lators. 
The heyday oi the VWiman's Film, hi>wHHer, is fttmmspniv 
held lo he the '4E>'s and 'StVs, when an inordinately large 
number of them were priHluted and distributed by the 
llollyiviHd studios \ In relriispccl it is likely that the single 
mivsi imjxsrtant determining instance for this was economic. 
The EPOlhrt'ak of World War II removtd much of the male 
populalion overseas, leaving the women behind as the 
inak>r consumers Eif Hollywood's prtducts. After (he war 
end id, the VVEPnwn's Film ci^ntinuid tn ppppularilv until well 
intEP the '51 Vs, when the burgi, tuning television industry dealt 
a crippling bhiw lo lk>llyw-otsd, and soap operas super- 
seded the VVi>maii's Film. 

Tradiiiiinally denigrated by mEisl critics as devoid of any 
redtvming merit, the W'EimatVs Film has been recuperatid 
as an t^bject of cultural value by feminisls who slv in the 
genre a means loT analysing and understanding [u>t how' 
wt>m^'n are positttmed and addressc'd bv the di>tninant ide- 
ology through films in generak and the Wo^man's Film, in 
particular*. These films ha^e prswided a rich source ^pf 
material h>r writers W'hose interest is to bracket and render 
op.u]ue the transparent assumptions undcrlving those mor' 
ali/ing narratives peculiar to W^pman's Films. Dinvtid to 
w^omen, but rankly by themr tht^* films entertaiind, superfi- 
cially, while Kmeath the surface they laid out rigid guide- 
lini^s which informed ivomen as io the cofrt\1 path to take, 
the right choice to make. 

Generically sjH^aktng a VVoman's Film, first and lore- 
most, must have a female prolagEmist at ils cenlreH and take 
a female point -of- view^ ( Tht^si,^ are not necessarily synony- 
mous, howev er, fEir certain films can have a woman as pri* 
marv hnus, yet. by fixing her as a spectacle fEir the male 
viewer, present the female in the audience from forming a 
close idenlification.l In addittEin, what is mtist characlerislie 
of the Woman's Film is I he overwhelming molivaliivn of its 
narrative by tvirlain thematic concerns. The lurrative struc- 
lure revolves an>und the female priPiagunist's quest for hap- 
piness, a que^t played oul thematically around issues of 


0^1 ity, marriage, the family, and independence. What the 
majority of these female protagEinists quickiv disctwer, 
however, is that in the palriarchal Msciety oi their diege^ic 
world, there is nii place tor an active, mdipendent woman. 
I^ayevl out in counlless variatiEsns across the dteades. il is, 
lime and again, only ihrEJugh remmcialion and sacrifice 
tfuit they achieve their ultimate goal; indt‘td, have anv luppc^ 
of achieving it. Those women who refuse to lEPrego I heir 
active desires in effect n'fuM‘ the ^^issibilitv ot reciqxTatiEin. 
k'onsequerlly, they aliriirst nil ways are punishtd by a kind 
of filmic miiral irajectorv that hnngs a dtuible closure, to 
the wt^maiVs life and to the film's narratixe. t his is niil to 
imply tliat the cinema is not tascinattd with bad' women; 
t>nly that it makt^ sure I hat they art' nEil rewardtd fiir I heir 
'crimes' against s^icielv. 

In orokh to hfi^rkskm Drcbrrjj atfJ h}Ui:^ as a Wiiman's film, 
I am going to set it in n-latiiin to two earlier filnwjhe first 
frEim the genre's classic perioti .King Vidor's m fhv 
from and Ihestwnd, Philip iXtnne's much under- 
rnUtd iliUft CniFJi', made ten vears latt-r in 
here is lo underline thost* leatt^fes I ha I all thriN*' films have 
in CEimniEPn, ivilh emphasis on the w'ays in which i^ac h tilm 
prEihlemati/es issues tif fem-iie si^vualiEv- Then, using I he 
earlier films as prt'ctdtmts, t will examine the nature and 
function of I he ending Thelma acid Louise in order ttP 
claim it as typical in its inevitabililv Vi.T progri'ssiie in its 
stra legit's 

l^tivi in f/rr 

Evt:\ fHoL c.H TiTKRF HAS RhFN a fair aniEPunl w ritten ou it. 
King V'ido’r's l^Tb tilm DjihT jph ihe will semi e as mv ttrsC 
e-isample as il pnividiN an excel lent foil for the other films . 
Like T^nTriiii ami fmosi' stime torty-fi^e yxsirs later, ihu-i nr 

1 I fcim dL^iIxT.itfly ■.pliUmg IIh- ili^limlion htTf Kivos'iti lenuR’ And 
leminist in ^irdfr Up pn4,Upde «*'ithin the l-iMer mjli- - 

tfr*! whnp i'an iilenlpf^' with terpjiti.' pretj|i;on]^lfi.. IVhik- viniTn,'!n 

tuvk', iHJt 1^1 titsi^^Mlv. Hux^uind iht^ -ihilEly ki OlU' pn,ifipn:t^' 

*vf filttP'^ luinnp; m.ile prcvtjgLpnisK Iht' nujiNritV -eiI m nur i-ullurv 

finscnUns li'm^tk' tsidh»> Upt m,iU' ^,-y«,-«iP. men ki\e ni'C ft M.int 

Ann iXuno, Thi- IX'site Ils TX'aw' pp 017 m Mpc iw 

IndLiiu L niVL^^ay l3'A^7h 

2. Tth'Imd attii ij;Hjasc ^ film nth in in^ L-nlkkn .md '-trjli-gy I ^ jn no! do 
it full in the onjrM" eH iKes p-ips-r, Khith. h-n ev pn^luTie^ N ^ike. 

miiHt W limiitd tis tht’ Lssihi mt'nliiKnind aSise I loweii i-r, ^ rhkthf r .KptT t 
wiirtfi ex -1 mining In Iht* hj^lofiE^a] tt^^ht o-f Ihi’ % Kilm 

aird /jiwpsr s sU mjikf vhtK.'XPivpt''^ Tht^ ohnoxiL^V'^ Irut Vi'r n 

vehicttf bloEvfi up. jpkI the highway top who gt'l'. Uwki'ti m hi'^ 
inink j re hrtMH.11v d rawn ncd ture^ whiL'h n*pn-<Tit i:niHiensif mn^ i 

all Ihf M-xist vNih^ dinJ tdM'isl pig> againM w tupltl wnmen hiUe lounJ 
t hem ■'el I h^■lples^^. While Ihiv e'^ U* hei>;hceTi itie emotnmat 
r4.>piHnM' tkF Iht" WLinut-n in Ihi- ainheme. lE m-i v he queritxl by fHiiiH' mm 
wIm> Jon'l iji'l Ihi* isiml 

.1. e.g. Varii^y'^ t’.i|^wu]e d I'M’ option tor Hilda t'r.mk' " ‘^^ap 

tlp^'fa intfhtsi tis wide M.TXS"n and liTumf audH'tiVx-" 

4 See, tor example, Screen Vid. 2=!. Sum her 1. I.in-feh I Iss4)' 
MetkHlrama: Thi- hbtry t'oiitimJe't ' .Marx' Ann Eloane Jhf ft* 

Iht' IVatfruiiy J j^ph of fM' IpHh.in-i LniverMty 

C hriHlirR' Cikxlhdl xxl o VV^rk^n’ Mn- Oiwrf f*-. UJ .’Hr/oifriJpriil 

and Iftc IVi^rj'x Frfrrr KTI ISihlishmi^. h^7. M.o^ ia UifhIv ed irnTUrfiotf^ 
ppf i.O'r- ,4 Krrfifrr |in j tirn ami TV/^-cj^fUN .Vli'JiiJriJrnj W,ivne State 
U hix vrsitv Press 1 1 "W I F. 
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ih^r Suw is an instance A iraditionnil mjiH’ulini? — 
htfre, the Western — bt^in^ tffln^Ksrmed/^uhverled into *i 
Wi>man's tiim by its hoving o female protagnni^t dt i\s cen- 
tre dfld women '«v concerns as its motivating structure^. 
Pearl Chave^H I he prohigi sliist. is a 'hnilh breed' tom between 
her faiher's dying wish that she bea^me a lady' Le. n?press 
her sexual desires in order to fit intts respectable and 

her ipwn natural instincts to lead a sexually active life. The 
tiplions are figured by two bnpthersj Jesse, the 'good' one, a 
solid upright nnembtT of wiciely; and I.ewi, the 'bad' one, 
whose wild ways take him mil side the law. While less*' is 
n<.vt niHTc^sarily characterised by the narrative as a prig, it is 
apparent that for him, female sexuality is foreclosed wilhm 
marriage Pearl finds herself inevitably drawm towards 
Lewt, even though she knows/ sipciety demand thal he is 
the 'wTi^ng choice^ . Her quest for respectability through 
marriage is foiksJ Iw'ice; first w^hen Jesse chotises S€>meime 
else, a 'gtnscP woman, as his wife,^ and second, wht^n l.ewi 
murders the well-meaning Sam on the we of his impending 
marriage to Pearl. The climax ot the film entails an amazing 
scene set in iIh' barrLm wesiem hills. Pearl has ndden out to 
find [a?w^t, determined to avenge Sam's death and Ksvse's 
injuries. In an extended shtxst-out. Pearl and Lewi mtrrtany 
wiPund each i>ther: then, btHh, having fallen, crawl towards 
each other to die in a last < not quite-manage'd^ embrace. 

2 . iiiliiii Cmm* 

VVhii i IT t oxiKS at ihe tail end of the classic period for 
llollvwiHs.1 meliHjrainas,. HtUa Cr^nic ne^ erlheless is one of 
the mosi intert^sting of its kind, and desen es iruPiv recogni- 
tion than it has receivtxi. Although the Him lacks the mi^- 
merising slvIisHc features which have endeartxt sti many ol 
the fifties mekidfamas ti!^ film critics, Dunne's film makes up 
ft^r this by virtue ol its exceptionally welkwTittcn script by 
f^imscnn ICaphaelsim. The intelligent level and apjHsW of the 
dialogtie Ksirs witm^ss to its au thorns credentials as writer 
for HmsI LubilschS s^iphislicaU'd comtslies from the 'thir- 
ties and "^lP^ties'^ 

IttUii CfiiFic begini w'ith its eponymous protagipnist's 
arrival back in her home hpwn of Wimma^ Nevada, after 
twtT failed marriages nind an unsuccessful career in New' 
Viirk City. Hilda's lament is that her late father had encivur' 
agtxi her to hi* independent and active, convincing her that 
she could live like a man and still be a w'oman'. While his 
adA ice to her had bei-fi to 'gt-t a job, fsiy her own way, and 
lick the ivorld', what her New- York ex|x^nencc‘ provtd was 
I Kit thal was rkit really an caption open to her as a woman. 
In her desire for independenre, Hilda only became even 
more dependent on a succession iif men. Her return to 
Winona is an attempt to start over, to do it her mother's way 
rather than her father's. Mrs. Crane's version of a w^oman's 
life, in conlrast to her husband's, is one cif acceptance of the 
passive position. For her, decency and ifspiTtability are the 
highest virtues to which a woman can attain, in ri:^p«insc‘ to 
Hilda's qui*sl for mmantic kwe, her mother pragmatically 
claims thal most vv»men tiutgroiv il. Instead, she suggt^ts 
that they learn to 'put Up apjva ranci-s', w hich in [he end, is 
more s.itisfying. 

Ihe film s narrative descriK*s a tension betwwn Ihesc^ 


two positions as characlefizisi by Fiilda^s relationship w'ith 
two men: Russell Bums, a '^rniil hit-approved' sc^lf-made suc- 
cessful builder : and Jacques Delisle, a professor of Rmnch 
with whom she had had a riimantic fling while at universi- 
ty Russell w ho is pi^rtray^xJ as a very decent character, pro- 
poses marriage; Jacques, who is definitely ni>[ a nice man, 
prt>ptses a continuation of I heir affair. Whik’ Hilda states 
repeatedly throughout the film thal she does not love 
Russell his offer of marriage implies a chance for her to 
gain lhal w hich she has lacked ; a husband, a family, a 
home. Kussell's mother, a cii™udg4*only old ba Ilk-axe, dis- 
appnwes of I lilda precisely bexause of her previous 'sexuak 
ly free' behavior. To Mrs. Burns^ Hilda is nolhing but a 
'dirty liiile I ramp'., an opinion with which we pri'senily dis- 
cover her own mother concurs. Bui Hilda finds lhal 
Jacqut"s' t>pinion of her is fnsi as unacLa^ptable. He crushes 
hcT fathit-nurturixJ fanlasy of the possibility of a Irtx* and 
ixfual relaticmship K'lwten the sexes by expressing his ide^ 
alizaiion of I lilda as a 'grand courtesan' in the french 
Renai.ssance tradition. Tramp or courtt^in? — tlu'sc" art* the 
only descriptors available, she discovers, when a wi^man 
tnes io live her life with the (sexual! freedom society gives 
freely to men. 

liiroughi>ul the film, Hilda acts only on tin* n^biiund- bhi* 
marrii^s Russi'H as a counter tc> Jacques' characterization of 
her as a courtesan /tramp After Mrs. Burns' heart attack 
and death brought on by the wtxiiding. Kiissi*li and Hilda 
are disianct.'d from each other. Rather than mi>ve into a 
home t^l their thev remain in Mrs. Bums mansion, and 
Hilda lums to alcohol for cons^Flalion. When Russc^ll rejects 
her wish lo accompany him on a bustnt'ss trip, she stx*ksi>ul 
Jacques, and eitds up s^xndtng the night w ith him. Chi his 
return, Russell goes to lacques' hotel rtx^m, where, finding 
the two together,he sends Hilda hi>me, and slugs Jacques. 
At home, Hilda's mother berates her for her iigtragxxms 
K'havior, and Flilda sw^alkws a bi^ttle<if slet^ping pills in an 
attempt to^ find peace al last. In the end, she is savtxJ by 
Russell, who realizes his past Insimsitix lty to her unhappi- 
ness. He puls away all traces of his miHhi r's pri'S^^nce, I'^pi'^ 
ciallv a large oil p^^rtrait ihat had di^minated the living 
riHsm as her death had dominatiid thetr married life^ and 
asks her for forgiveness. Ruswll laki^ f iilda lo the building 
site where their dream hinjse has stiHxi, unfinishtxi, for the 
five months since Mrs. Bums' death. When Hilda scx*s that 
KusscHl has Kid Ihe house cotnpleuxl, she understands the 
symbo-lic mt^ssige impllLXt^^and they embrace. 

5 * ThfhTnt iimi Louf^v 

lvn:\TKiN ifHKi' is not wi much to recount the narrative 
of Thiima nnd f^nusi' — I am taking it for granted ihat most 
readers w'lll have si*en the film-as to read il llirough a par- 
ticillar (.XTspeelive, that of the Woman's Film. Tfri'lifm tfiid 
IjtFHise' shares with the typical Woman's film a temale pro- 
tagonist— two, in fact : Thelma, a stunningly a i tractive, but 
very naive young housewife; and Ionise, a somewhat 
o^lder, more expi-rienced woman who, although unmarried, 
has a steady boy friend, and wiwks as a waitn^^s. The film's 
plot is delivered from their ptnnt-of-view. It o|.xms with 
their planning a fishing weekend together, away from the 
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city And its rdationships Thelmti's mcirriage is if^pc^sed 
fix>m the bej^innin^ as uppressi\'e , with t Jarvl, her husband, 
Irtratir^ hi'r liLr a helplt^ss child, ^he is Afraid to tell him 
Ihcii sht‘ wants H\ awav with h>r fcMr he will say 

my Thdmj pack^s (iricliidiri^ a j^un in her travd kiO and 
dt'parts, leaving fXirvI a note . Up lo ihLs pt>int^ ihe women 
have no reastm go believe that thi v are wnf heading; for a 
w'onderfiil weekend vacation. What happens when thev 
stop a I The Si h er IkilJet, a rL^slaurAnt/danL ehall, for h^■^n1e- 
thin^; lo eat provi^ them to be under a detusic»n cunceminj^ 
I heir aclual ireedom to act as liny ivish, do w^hat thev want. 
Thelma's desire to ha\e a j^ood time Away frmn Daryl and 
his aothoritarian a>iiNtrainls results in an allemptt^i rape in 
the parkini^ lot by Harlan, a man with whom she's bi*en 
dancmj;; . Louise appears with the j»un in time lo stop him 
from actually raping Thelma; w hen dismissed and insulhsi 
by Harlan in demeaning sc^vist language, she usi*^ the gun 
lo kih him. Where one \\'ou]d evpect that the tw^o wHsmen 
wtfuld gi> li't the ptilice to explain ivhat had nJcTurred, Louis^^ 
refuse's, telling Thelma I hat the piilice would not be^lieve 
that the two w'oman IuhI iictix.! in self-defense. Much later 
in I he film, we discover that Louise spoke from personal 
evptTience, as, years earlier, she had Ix'i'n raped m Te^ias 
and iIh* pi>lice had di>nt‘ m^thing. 

l-rom this ^’usiiit on, they are on the run, from the la vi- 
and from thi“ir previous law-abiding llvisi. t^mise decides 
that they w'i|] fkv tl■^ MeMet>, and calls her btiyfriend Jimmy 
to obtain the neeessan,^ eash. On the way hi the appoinlei.i 


delivery places Thelma picLs up a young man. f.lT, a 'cow- 
Ujy'.whii hitches a ride with gln^m At Ihe moleh Louise's 
boyfriend propnsi^ marriage— an otfer that she would 
have been overjoyed by prior tti this iKcasioti, hut w'hichr 
she now realises, is out of the question. They spend the 
night l^igether, as do Thelma and J.|T, who initiates Thelma 
into the Joys and pleasure.^ of sex — something she i^vious- 
ly missixJ t>ut on W'ith Daryl. At breakfast ihe next morning, 
Louisi^ distxwers that Thelma has left alt the rntmey in the 
same room as f.D; w^hen they Rish theT^t^ Kith the money 
and (he cow-Kiy have disappeared. 

This IS tht' si,vond momentous occasion in ghe filmH for it 
signified the loss tif hopi^ fi^r escapt^ W^ithtnit money, ihi^x' 
cannot gravel to Mevico. fl also w’ilnesses the sensible 
Louise's crumbling under the psychological pressures 
caused by their st^miingly unending Kid hick. I hm ever, it 
als4> translorms Thelma frtsm an inuKK-ent who is constantly 
K'ing taken adiantage of, lo a ivomen who laki-s things in go 
her own hands. In order lo obtain the nmssviri' ftmds for 
their escapi\ she iKx’ides to rob a gnH’irv store, using the 
pilite itX’hniqiie taught her by J.D. 

^ Fxir jn m-dvfmi jjiatlsw nt fJwrf rrr fht' .Sutt with ihe reb- 

tttifihhip J^LiwiTL-n h,li.vikit;iLAl: efltst^ and its pixKjgimwtS ^vndtT. stv jn 
edrlit'r arluli* I wni ttv on ths^ lopii:, “THi* gld*,saiLigiM, 4 |i Li.in'^sjuefui.s ul 
t A^ndiT nm Ci^Tire*" 411-45 

h Amenj; iRiiphkit'lMin's ^ns'fi rivslits iirt* freiJiHe n\ Pn" 

.Hs-rv tVftfiPTJ' fhj- .amwM [ 1 , 44 ( 13 , Jtid CilJI 
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Jhis .imutl msirk> iiwl J mor-il ^hih in ihc tM^- 

tiirv' fchtMilniH (ix^m audiiTitf hokfirkg <.n4t tht- p^wi^ihili- 
iv oi ihfsc iw'o emint^nlSy likiibte ^nd wointMi 

ht^in^; psiriUviH-d ii>r 'justificihU'' murder, to the certiiin 
know led >;e lh,it they will h^w to j>Ay tor the crime. 

The pLir.iUel n.irr.itivc detdilin|; the (jftivilies t>f the 
Ark.iii>,js police tiiiid FBI . 1 ^ they try to CiltcK up vvith 
Thelnui tind l-iiuiM.' ton^rounds ihc inevitahility ot the oui- 
Ci>me ot the story . Fwn with hI sym pathetic police in^ estif-a- 
toT vchicing hL> concern, the Liucitence know's that ti^o much 
K );oinj+ a^aLn>l ttiem tor them to bv able to away. In thc^ 
end. at the tiip ol a mountain ranji^eH ^inroundt^i by what 
appcMF to be hund rul'd s iit j\i3iice i>Hicers aiming; their 
al |hi‘ two women. Thelma and Louise chenist' to ci>mmit 
suicide rather I ha 11 f^urrender. Embracinj; each otlier, then 
w'ith hands clasjH-d lightly to^elher^ Thelma and Louise 
dnve the car ott tliet\^etd iht'clilT to certain death. 

What A Woman Want? 

Ihh TlEl-MATii t tiSit kkSs HifcKiHLtit \DH> m Woman's Films, 
fc.e. st'suality, marriager the tamily and indepi.mdcnce, all 
nTate to the ways wtimen are posititmect in stxiety insofar 
as tlu'ir I i Vi'S ait' circumM.TtbtHJ bv issues of home, husband, 
and tanuh'. The priPtagt^nists o^f the ihnv films under dis- 
cussion. IV'arL F lilda, Thelma and Louiscr may be 
chardiL tt'rii'eti as ^%'omen who chiHvst', ha^e chosim, tir end 
up ch^HPsin^ lo live outside thi^ siKially framiid parameters 
ot middle class moralily preciMjTy Kvausc' they think that 
they L'an determine their own li^ es. tit is n<.>cijincidence that 
tu^ru- ot the wtimen has childmn ThLit vvt>uld have shifted 
the emphasis from i'^suts, oi social and setual indept'ndence 
to th^>se oi mniternal resp4.>nsibLhty, a shiti which would 
>urelv have torteitid the audience's sympalhy clainu'd by 
thes4' rilms tor their protagonists^.) Thus each film's narra- 
li\ e is Const rucksj trom the conflict produced by its protag- 
onist's quest for persimal happiness. What will make her 
happ\‘ i scTi -determination) turns init to be in direct conflict 
w ith wTiat w ill make s<ic happy Ictmlainment whlhin pre- 
senbed conventions^ whether marriage or bourgeois 
rts|sis lability). Const'quenlly, each of the three filmic narra- 
lives d^'siTilHs the tensions involved m I heir protagonists 
making I he stKiallv sanctu^ned 'right' choice, and each 
film's ending constitutes a social respmse to its prolago 
nists' final decisiim The female protagonists i and the 
w^omen in the audience! discov er that the right chtnee leads 
to a happv ending, whik' ihe wrong one inevitahly results in 
an unhappy ending. 

Him ever, what I w'ould like lo suggesi is thal fhdcf iw tiur 
SuH, liiLh Crime and Thehff\i afiif f.nwjsr prti-blemati/e their 
endings, whether happ\' ot unhappy, a feature which 
enables. e>en enciuiragt^ an allcrnatt^ inverse reading. In 
doing this, the^’ films expense Ihe contradictions inhentii in 
thftsv tlolivw-oiMi endings w'hich seek to provide clear solu- 
tions all problems. While the two earluT film.s, Duei hi f/ic 
Sufi and ilihiii Crane, do this unc^msciously i.e., iIh' mecha- 
nisms torcon\ er^nvn a a' not immediately apparent, (and may 
K'. ] am w illing to admit, quili' possibly the function of a con- 
temp it leminist 'reading tmto' of ihe levt,) t biTieve that in 
T)jchpjji and the device is K>th ironic and omsciems- 


In Duet in Sron IVarl tries iti conform lo the dictates of 
respectable society, tt^Oi>ri|rt>l hersc'l! bv repressing her nat- 
ural desire for LewT But sht' can't n-sisl the temptation ihat 
he represents: that of an unregulated passionate tt^lalion- 
ship. Pearl's choiw of Lewt ewer jesse, even tho^ugh thrust 
on her bv circumslance, seals her fale. In a characteristic 
Woman's Film kind ol justice^ EVarl is uEtimatelv punishid 
for her wnmg choice. One/ tke performs ihe pdagcfg- 
ical function of demonstrating w'hat happens when the 
wrong chtnee is made, w^hen the female pn^lago-nist can't 
ctmtain her sevuality in a stvi«dly sanctioiud way. T he only 
pvssible outcome is punishmeni by death. 

What IS LXirious here, however, is Ihe w\iy in which the 
ending, at the same time, configun'S death as a fuiffthimit of 
Pearl's di^sire. She doesn't just die; she dies in the arms of 
the man she Unxd but couldn't have! VVe mighl say I ha I she 
thereby finds happiness ihrough eternal union with Lew't. 
For the primed (female) audience, the inevilable sadness 
and leans eliciud by Pearl's death are iindiaiid by her final 
emancipation lr^>m stwri e I y's constraints. In death. Pearl 
achieved what sheCtJUldn’t have in life. In IVarl's Iranscen- 
dence of death, the audientx^ achievis w^hat it can't have m 
real life; nin alleviation (albeit imaginHiry) o| the sucial 
restraints tm wx>men w'hich ci^mp’l them tt^ live within nar- 
rowly defined limits^. 

hiMa Crane's mistakes were made prior lo the film's 
beginning; two bad marriagt's and a failed cartvr inspired 
by her fathers' encouragement iif her indepimdence. The 
narrative tif ttiida Crinit' works to evenlually fold her back 
trUo Mxietv's good graces by hav ing her reKx'L iu the i^nd, 
the role oi iramp'^ for thal of 'ht>usewite' . Because the 
film does not bide the fact lhal she loves Jacques and ni>t 
Kussc'lL her decision can be read as based not cm love but 
n>n pisi boning. Given the two ch^^ict's, she rtMli/v*s and ■ 
responds to the mitral weight brought to bear ag.unst a t 
woman's sexuality outside of the sanction of marriage. 
Ctmsi'quently.^ Hilda , unlike Pearl, is revvarded with a 
'happy ending'; the promise ol a successlul n^arriage, her 
tnvn home, and children. Hut fust as m Dm t m Ihe Sinh the 
ending can be seen as problemali/i.'d- ?^ince Hilda has 
affirmed throughout ihe film that it's not Kusstdl but 
jatques w=^hom she loves, an ending in \vhich she settles 
for the former can only foregriiund ihe contradiction 
inherent in this Ms-calkxi "happy ending'- Has she not in 
fact, trulv taken her miiiher's view that it is appearance 
that matters? Hasn't flilda ultimately exchanged her 
desire for independence for the security of 'thret' Mjuare 
meals a day and love once a mimlh', as she tmee cynically 
observcsJ? In other words^ what kind i>f happy ending is 
this, anyway 7 

As outlinvxJ abtwe, btith of the earlier films have endings 
which provide 'mt>rally correcF terminal ions to narralives 
dealing with the expression of female independence and 
sexuality ivilhin btHjrgtx^is MXiely. VVTiile neither Dixf pjt the 
Sutf nor HpJda Crane consciously pri'stmtsa jf^jsitive and pn> 
gressive alternative to the traditional conclusions of thf 
Woman's Film, I have iritvl to indicate that bt^th films art > 
more than mere expressions of Iheif problems. By enabling, 
if nol inviting, us to question the ksgic of their endings, they 
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ihiHok* jnd the questicinirig tit the convent inns 

tif the ji;enrt' {i»Tld by extension MK'ieEyi through .1 criticfll 
d istjriii.it inn. 

U IS my ciintentiim thjt the rurrjtive ciint’ems -ilnd strate^ 
f;ies nt Ththmt jifj fit into the same pattern > willi its 

endiriji; as ine vita hie and unavoidable nls the earlier nnes. 
The emphasis in this film, as in in ihi- Sun and 
CriJtu% isi^n temale si'>Luality and independence. Tfiei/Udnind 
Liinst^ takes as its main cimcern temate independence as 
expressed throuj;h the ri^hl ot women in determine I heir 
LTfwn (sesuah treed £im. This is exprt^sed on many ixxasiims 
and in many ways throughnut the course of the film. 
Visually, for exampleH it's coded in the way the two w^omen 
are picturtxJ. At the bL'j^innini; Eif the film, they are Ksth con- 
ceriusJ ivith the ivay they kw-sk Tor men'. Thelma wears a 
long. white, frilly dress, W'ith lots trf lipstick and eve mako’ 
up, while Liuisi^ is neatly dressed in a feans outfit, a head 
scarf protecting htT hair frtim the dust and wind of Lxmvert- 
ible travel. She, too, w-^ears bright lipstick and carefully 
applied makeup. As the film progresses, their appearances 
are gradually transformed, wilh Louisev at one pi>int^ svm^ 
bolically t^issing aw-ay her lipstick- By the film'.s end, having 
reKx’tt\l male ci^mpanionship, the Iwi^ women has'e come tij 
adopt a similar appearance insofar as they ht^th wear 
|ea nsjtkis*^ na I ura II y tousled hai r and no makeu p . 

The ineideni w^hich shirts the fatelul action in Thiimi amf 
Liidrs' is Thetnia's innocLTil belief that she can have a giHsd 
time dancing with a man without there being further impli* 
cations. Hut the underlying cause which motivates 
Thelma's behaviour is her relationship with her husband, 
Darylj a relalionship ivhich may described as more 
father-daughter than husband-^w^ife. During the course* iti 
the film, she develops from a helpless chi Id dike w'oman 
into a mature, self-sufficient and decisive individual. 
Moreover, she is libtmiled both psychologically and sexual- 
ly from defxmderure on hi*r husband /father. Louise, tim, is 
iranskirmtd over the film's narrative length . While much 
mom indept*ndeni than Thelma, she originally initialid the 
ivtvkend as a stralegy to get back at her Kay friend Jimmy 
for laking their relati4>nship for granted Her iransformatiun 
is marktsjl out by hi'r rv^alisation that marriage will not stTls'e 
her problems, either the immediate ones i>f nriore Lmg-term 
ones. 

< several occasions, Tfuitm mtd Umisi- is punctuatc^l 
with shots of the two fugitives dnving acniss vast stretches 
of magnificent landscape. The dialogue and looks 
exchangid by Thelma and Loui-st' on these occasions indi- 
cate their recognition of the symKilic correlation N>tween 
the iipenness and awt-someness of the selling, and the free- 
dom and pleasurt' which I hey have achimtd bv I heir escape 
into it. It is in fact very appropriate that the final scene 
plact^ them literally at the edge of the Grand Canyon, a 
romanlic metaphor in American life for the freedom of 
untrammelled nalure in contrast to I he constraints of civi- 
li/isJ life. 

As in Dm! in /k' Sio-l, the protagonists in Thdnut arui 
fjinipse cannot escape the con.sec|uenct's of their choice to go 
againsi stniety's dictates. Them is no other tsplion k>r them; 
neither Thelma nor Louise is willing to surrender to certain 


condemnation and incarceration. As with m !ht' Sun, 
however, the decision tt^chiiosc* dealh rather than give in to 
stviel> \ dlL lati.^ can K* read as a \ kiory rather than defeal. 
Fof Thelma and Louise, si,'Et-determi nation is morc^ tmpcir- 
tnlnt and more emancipatory than life Ltsc*l|. The lot^k thev 
exchange befort* ihi.'y drive off the cliff is Erne t>f happint*ss. 
not despair. In death, they achieve the trc'tdom of st*lf-delef- 
miiuuion thiit w'asdenitd: them in life- 

Thdrrui iirui si^lt-cunsciously median's the tragedy 

t^f its ending by employing tw'o filmic Jevici*s w'hich st^ften 
the btim' to the audience's emolional identitication wLlh the 
two women. First, the shot of their car going off the cl if I is 
fretvt*- framed while I he car is in mid-air; we dEsn't see the 
actual crash . Alstx immtsJiatelv afterwardsrClips from earli- 
er scenes are pro^eclid while the crctlits are ndling, clips 
w'hich shovv Thelma and Louist* very* much alive and well 
Whal these devices acct>mplish is to enable the protagonists 
to transcend tlu' limitations of miirtalily in a kind of heav en- 
ly assumpttEPn inti>{feministliegend. 

While Duel in the Sun offered a similarlv transcendent 
ending, what makes Tk*fni;i ami kuj'jst* so diffurenf fri>m the 
1^41 Vs film is the W'jv in which it conscii>us]y insists on ihe 
audience's response to ili^ unhappy ending m ihe form of 
reflation on the nature* Eif its cause*. To understand the rea- 
stms for the endings tif Woman's films, we must l^iok at whal 
cjusoL^ them, i,e. the wrong choke made by the wonvui. In 
Duel if I the Sioi^ Pearl aligns herself with l.ewt, and thus suf- 
fers the consi'quences. In ThchiiEi arid knosc, Thelma tnt*s 
have a giMKi time away horn her husband^ and is st*%'erelv 
punished for it. Where itu* earlier audience might mil ha\ e 
t|Ut*stioned the priitagonist's punishment, the ciintt'inptirarx' 
audience wonders at the moral inviilvid hert'. t an it be (as 
stsme have argiadt that the mi*SNige is that women shim Id 
not go intE.1 bstrs by theni.si*lvi's, for awful things wilt hjfipen 
if they do? The tragi.-dy of the film is that Thelma should 
have been pt^rfecfly fret* to enjoy hersc*lf in that bar. She did 
not make the w rong choice. It w as Ihe sociely in which 
she/we lixe thal pi*rmiik*d Harlan to fet*l ihai hi* could do 
anything he wanted and get away w ith ii. 

Thus, reflection on T/icJfrra LiUti^e exposes the 
%vn>ngs in sociely, nol in the pin>tagonist's decisiEin. In this 
way, it can b€ seen as a progressive^ bcxrausc* critical, tilm, 
rather than one which merely confirms/affirms ihe status 
quo. fk*vaUM^ of this, it stands as an jmpi>rlant addition to 
Ihe feminist canon of filmsabc.pul ^vomen 

7 Iri M,i>r|^inihre TroltiiS> WiWi.friMf' ifrtj hWwnnr, Uw c^jmplb-, ,1 i\\m 
w-hkh nn aw level Jetulis thi- o^mfsirahve exkTil irf anU -^h i^el-nmiTil 
pilitKal inviaviTTii-nt ««4EirHixl bv I we CkTnun ^wti-rs. tbe narTiUive ]s 
luniuT aimplif J Usi by the fHii:l ttul the eslh^mixl n-viittil 
has j yiHjng ^pui whun she jKindLinH. i*p a^;-^iPU■ Kv^th.'II entirely Uv ih*;- 
ejusMS Thi' n-^ult I*- (hill ihe judii'niv^ '•vmpiilhv (^ 1 ^d idp'rallii .ilhpri] 
alk|{FHd with I hi' ms're rmxJerale simit w ht^. by ihi- lilm\ i-nd. hikes 
the resjsm^ibtlily irf 4 Jnnj; for ihe child. 

S. IVirl'ft trjn^erHli-THf osxTdejth i> n-ijilEinA\| ,ind pix'lij^und in tht- 
s'^pl*nj^g ^%|^m-nt.e ot the him A el ihe 

li> liKU" on l 1 vrils'w Ht»wer gruwin^ in ihe hitly IVhih^ 

lh«- %iiife-in i'r niirralhm iKtl no-orw kno^'^ wheix- h boned. 

Ihe ^'isuhiIs imply Ih-il Iht- (lipwyr is tram ht-r v nind (hi-re- 

lore rt’pn^'nN .1 rnelrtmorphi^sis in the Ciris.-k mv( holof:;ii ii t I rad tl ion 
e.g. N jn.i^>u% j\ imI Daph ne. 
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PHANTASIES OF THE MATERNAL BOOT 
IN THE A HEN TRILOGY 


Explofations. 


I? y C ti r o I Xt iJ ii f f 

ti n ti Cm t> o f f M i t if s 


Kh’iiCs ihivnt of phtiiitaiiif:> fUdiLi’s ck'itr 
itiftmlHi' mifthofof^if alvut thv inside of 
the mollier's as the first lnhitrinHi or 
of I he infant He 

tion. >V/st), the mother's hniif is the dream 
siTt'en tind the seaffoldinft for iiiifllioto^)/. 
Thus, the mother's iwd^ as uvll as the 
hidiiif ::*>»(■!: is n statin for much of the 
infant's nientat fife,,, 
laneSilvt^rmin V.in BiirtH 
The Mmiernih! 

One rcaUh hyfk^thesh ttuii fhc 

fhjranoid sehtzophrenk iii/fy projeet the 
sketivd srnsy of his mm boiip into the 
crazy desijin of the "influem'ht}( 
machine,” Such distortions are likelp to 
iv t'.vifi'tirr efafvratiotts of the earip huip 
fhreepts of st'lf and “other," The uncannp 
fcctiitjis aroused fty the dereiict fatien 
ship'sf ^rait iiiHdrJs owy ijii'ti'ist’ |i*' 

in infantile, ot tvinit' j>rj|fn’ssiiPiPfS of 
one's fnv/y of the immense, ineffably 
mys/<'fi(i«s physicatitif of nurturing; 
adults, 

R. tJrtvnlxT^ 

'Thf n^ 



%4 fin •Artiom *4 



Jr a iJL-]ivvri>d at the Tenth Annual Tlfrtiry, 

DWhdrr. 5iA"pV;y conteri^nce, Le?ilie CaJdwell dri?w atten- 
tion to the tact that whi'Tea*. neurtises and ihe Onlipiiti com- 
plex — especially in their Freudian and l^canian formula- 
hons hate hex'ii la ken tor ^ranttxl in literary thet^ry and 
cultural critkiMti, the siructurt*^. ot psychosis and archaic, 
prt'-4;Kxij|Ml psychical development have no! enjoyid a simi- 
lar dej^ree ot in teres I and deployment* Cert a in I v some 
exceptions should lv noted in m^ikint^ such a statemenL in 
particuLir the vxork of sivme French feminisi psychisinalytic 
ihiSireticlHins^ i.e., Kristina, Irigaray, ihe schi/^vana lysis of 
Deleu/e and Ciuatlarj; and some ^>t the work of \^orlh 


American feminist object relations theorists^ especially 
EHnnerstein with her use of Kleinian 

In Ihis paper, we will show that Ktein's work can be 
fruitfully deployed when examiniiti; the existence of uncon^ 
scious maternal structures in the Alien trilogy. In particular 
lei us note the impt^rtance of Klein's formulations ol the 
paranoid-schizoid ptisilion and the depressive pi^ition, the 
primacy of Ihe infant's us^’ of phantasy in constructing both 
its intema] world and its knowledge and understanding of 

1 t4i‘slii' CatiJwt.<ll, TU' Two l-pcud'!!," unpciblwhtsJ pit^'Hled Jt 

IN.' Tenth .^nnujl Cu/rwre. i«ra Si^Tify IntiTTVilninjl OnnliixiTciv 

St-s’en IViinsvlvdi nia. Augu-J 1 7, I 



The thriv 
aslnmaiits 
make their 
way .K’n.tsa 
the ynt hartLxl 
plartel m AfurtT 




Thiti Sktfflt, Si^ouiTK'V Weaver and lAn Holm in 


ihi- w^>rtJ, i^nd Klein' fund^mentiil prixile);ing 

ihe molher infjnt rt^tltiunNhip ' CVnirnt le Klein's under- 
?it<iiiding^>l infiinl devekipmenl is the ia hH' she rel^orrriiiE.itLsj 
Freud's ihe dejlh drive through her a>fieeplii>n ef 

inhinlile .iji^^rt^sionn tirid hew ihis agression is proK^ti'd hy 
thi- inl.int, an ph^-intasyp onle/iiiteH the intilher's h«Kly lii 
Klein's M.hiTne, pKinliisies of the muther^ btvth ^riitifyin]:; 
and t lighten in^r are empk^yed hy the infant Xo nygi^ti.iie its 
bu rg,et>n I ng sense of H'lf and other. This priKess is charac- 
tefj^ed in ils earliest Stages hy Ihe splitting td good 
allnbidisi troni tsid and assigning tht'st' attrihufes, in phan- 
tasy, to st^parale ohji.'^’ls In order that the gsn»d w'hk h is felt 
to reside in K>lh self and other may he prott'Cled and pro- 
serviSuh A primary ci»nset|iienC4^ of infantile aggression is the 
ivav it gives rise ki the const ruction of the figure vl the 
frightening maternal imagn.^ This progition is primarily a 
ctmsi^iuence of Ihe infant's own aggression, giving ris^,- to 
an archaic, Ltneonscious sfrueturc' which w-e will shim- to he 
present as phantasies of the mother's hiidy appearing 
throughout the ihnv Alien films.-* 

In light of out inferest in demonstrating the usefulnt^^s of 
a Kleinian pt‘rspts.-1ive w^e %%-ill concentrate im the represen- 
tations of tlirrt^ archaic infantile phanlasii^ of the mother's 
htHJy. Briefly put, tfns^" phantasies are; 

1> Ihe Infant's evpioration of the insides of the mother's 
bdisiv and its contents in A/icPl; 2) the "phallic mother" and 
ihe figiimof the 'Vomhineti parents" in Afrcws; and M maler- 
nal s.icrifice and death In A/jiti 3. It is interesting to niite that 
the pn^gressttm of fhesc^ thri.v phu^ntasy structures in the 
films neatly ^Mraltels the order of their dei eiopment in Ihe 
infant's const rnctiim of ohgsrt ablations, 
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Ortii ciuy is o;jr of f/ic mofilN" /i’rres irfm lt makv 
t hihiroit of sivx't^s uwit to fntsff ihoir unit/ itjto 
mothrr's lofiiiii aroust’ tfu* for 

ktioioh’if'ii^r oifit'ii if. 

MeLmie Klein 

T/if Psui ftotPia/ysis nf ffir ChUd 

VVh KicJ\ WITH IHE FIRST HIM of the trilogy, Aiintr shortly 
after ihe creiv of ihe Xosfrtimti have bt^en aw^akened by 
Mt>ther, the ship's compuler, in t>rder to investigate a mys- 
terious bcMcon emanating from an as yet unchaiicd planet. 
A tier a faulty landing on I he planet's surface, Dallas, Kane, 
and UmiK-n si*t out tt^ find the stmree of the beacon, which 
they discover is coming from an appiirenlly ancient space 
ship that appears to have crashid on the planet's surface'. At 
this point the female navigator Lambert, sensing danger 
ahead, ha Iks at going further; Kane, however, in boyish 
e^citemenl insisis ihai they carry on. holering the ship 
through w'hat can only bv dt^ribed as a vaginal opt^ning, 
Ihe \bm find themselves walking thniugh a tubular orifict% 
eventual I V making their w'ay up into the vast cavern of the 
night deck. Within a huge circle, reclining in a ship at the 
siup's conirols, sits a long-dead alien creature. ElongaUd 
and ftissili/id, the pen is/ alien is arri^tisl in nrhLition as the 
camera w^atches Dallas and Limbert climb upon its btxly- In 
the center of ils chest a gaping hole appears, and Dallas 
remarks upon the fact lhat the chest bones have been 
pushed ^mt as it stimefhing had estpkdid frtim within. Off- 
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^Twn makt's his own drsa^vt^rv' and Cnills iov his com^ 
radfs to set' what he has lound. In a corner ol^ the riHim 
I here is another hide, I his lime on (he fltn^r, and we iind 
Kane pivring inlo ils unknown depths. VViih the help nt 
Dallas and t^imbert, Kane is lowered hy an umbilical- like 
cord into the darkness only lo find anolher vast roi>m, this 
time Id by an eerie incandescent blue The rtKsm is 

dividi^ by a narrow j\iihw'ay and I he air appears hoi, thick 
and moist. Kane calls hack that it h'l'ls like the tropics and 
iinecan only wonder with rmemortat" hi^rror what he wilJ 
find m I his m^v dark conttneltl Ik-ndin^ over the edge ot 
the path. Kane remarks iipi>n the strangeni^ss of the light 
field beneath his feet which shimirters w'hen louched. 
Losing his balance he falls into the light amongsl rmvs ot 
eggdike piMls. As he examines one of them it skn-vlv opt'ns 
as a scTies id cuts Iransptirt us back and forth Kdwxvr Kane 
and Ihe unknown pod. The tension, built up hy our ton- 
knt>w1edge of impending catastrophe c a list'd b\' the strcsmt 
of cuts belw^ivn Kane aiHi the now open egg. cn'scendw as 
!>ofnethjng bursts torw-ard w'ilh dizzying but deliberate 
s^H'i'dj. in the direction of Kane's face. 

The interior of Ihe mother's KkI) as a site of phanlasv 
was ni>t unkivoivn to Knnid. In "The Uncann> " he notes that 
the th'rnwn EOi^icinrffc/i contains the sense' of "home'" w hich 
Treud denotes as not t^nly ime's Jivmicile but alst> ihe 
w'timh. 

It idten happt'ils that neurotic men dcflare that thev feel 
there is something uncanny ahoul the female genital 
organs. This rodicp^iiffL d placen howe\ er^ is the entrance lo 
ihe former hii'fm [bonu'l of all human beings, tu tin- place 
w'here each ^me of us lived once u|,xm a tin^e <ind in the 
bt'ginning.*' 

Bui let us alsii ns:alt that in the* same work Freud remarks 
that ""I w [here the uncanny comes from infanlile compEeves 
the question of material reality din's not arise'; its place is 
taken by psychical reality.'"^ As w ilh Ihe concept [if the 
imago, in our discussion of the atx^\’e scent's w'e art' not so 
much dealing with real figures in uncanny material stem^ 
ming fnmi infancy, but raihi'r with pre^symbolic, prelims.! i^ 
pal imaginary figures, that is to say phantasy figun-N isf an 
unconscious infantile nature. Thus we can siv thal the fig- 
ure of the “maternal imago'* in general and as it is por- 
trayed through the o\erdetermining displacements of Afie^r 
is, ;^iir *'.rcef fdiK e. life figure of the uncanny. Then forn'. nls a 
narralive device', the uncanny has the potential for catling 
up, in the ft>rm i>f "the rc'Eum i>f ihe rt'presstsJ." urKtmscioiis 
phantasies of the mother and in p^irlicular, as the Alien tril- 
ogy demi Hist rates, unc^msicious phantasies of the mother's 
instdes. 

VVe noted earlier that Kane's desire to investigate the 
ancient ship contains the atfi'et of boyish adventurt'. This is 
cvideni hsth in his volunteering to go on the es^^xvlition and 
his willingness to descend into ihe dark cavern that contains 
Ihe alien eggs. Though Limhirt is the most reluclani of ihe 
Ihree explorers,. Dallas too seems less adventurous 
Kane, for w^hefi Kane volunteers, Dallas s^iys with mokleratixl 
disdain, "That figures." Fur thermo re, when Dallas and 


l.amiHTt art' examining the fossili/i-d carcass of the alien 
space trav eller, K,mc's entreatnients to a>me and see the htvle 
he has toiind aredeliveri'd mcire as a plea than a rt'C|ui>t. 

Et is prcrisc'ly in IcH^king at Ihe dangers implicit in the 
infant's desire to know Ihe mother's insides lhat w'e can 
determine the nature of Dallas and l.ambert"s ht*silation — 
and conversely Kane's exuberance. Being stuck at the site of 
the dead a lien rx-minds ut- of Freud's statement in TohiH atui 
tlLit it is n-tx'L'ssarily the figure i^f the dead father, actu- 
ali^exj thn^ugh the guilt of a proKx.T<^’<^ ritiiali/ed slay- 
ing. that producer a taKni for us, as much as the primal 
stms. against iheexcEiisive nght to the ownership of wmmen, 
a right ivhich previously the primal falber had had. As 
Freud noti^, “It I he dead father K?comes stronger Ih.in the 
living i>ne had bcx-ii..."^ However, it is not simply Kane's 
boyish enthusiasm that leads him to break the tnct'sl laNMT 
and law' against exclusivity for I here is s^^mething more 
archaic, more unconscious at W'ork here. As Ahcpi shows us. 

2 StM;' Mi-L,ukik- kU'irii. “NoU'Mi Suni' Xlk't, in 

fHr'y iJrtJ LaiEnriifr Ol^u'F tVi'4>. "idik- The Vu'v 

-pk^i "A t enlnhu1k»n tt» th*' ISythEtpemsi^ Manic- 

tVeri'^^^ive SinUt-K .inJ "XlL'ijming .uiJ Iw ReliiUan lo Manic- 

Ek'l''ri'*.'^O k' St.Ui> f lS-IU)" (jiijJr. JEfyucjfiiiipr Witrks. 

HmI.'ii i;Sk,'Tift “^i»rk 3 X-J k'lU rt. isjSj, |ij>. rxt V|4-WJ 

liiivh VViih liK L^ur eH tht* wurJ "plunt.wv" we will rLsIk^w 

Ihe Kk'inian iJi-stiriL'lkLi]ii in ^pt']tlng, m w-hji,h "phiinliisv'' indkE.'Jtes 
jEJin*prM nu-ntat ripreHeniatbin?». »ind ihe more common 
"tiinlasv" inJk JU-^ rnenlal or Jiivdrk'jm?- 

I .a plank' he anti J'l ifHalw, m Ac /.4lpr.!crKsx' h:taf ^*h'n!e thjt 

ihe it. an pisHiitvpk jI li^urv whieh 4»nenl*. thv tiul> 

pivl'^ wav oi iipprfhfc'fiU i ng * ttlH’is: a im htjikt up on ihe kiss’- lH thi' IieM 
rk.'Lil iiiirif n'kMlim^hip^ ivilhin ihe lamilv eru irEWiimml .“ The 

tmjj'o should K- Ikn^gKt ol. ihev lei I os, jn "jkquiixxJ iiTLigirufS' 
ralher than a> ai^ Itx’Em^jjs and kfhavuH. .are lusl a^ liki-lv Up W 

the L'LlnLme fiprk^M+pri^ ol the imi.i]i;o are menial iniiigk'>.'" laOly. 
Eapla ru he a n a ^L■ntall^ renund ikil ihe imago ^hL^ialkl tx*' I k poghl 

Ell a*- j relleH,tion ol the real i^ L'rrld, "ei en in a mofe npr ttik^ Lh-%Usrted 
Uirm." liPF toiXi-^s oegltxi^ ihe^erunal ixnlesH phanla^y ifi (k' lEifirwltmn 
Li| Ik* inxigiP: llw at a lemivinj; pant^nl, lor examph'. nuy K' oifi' 

siruili’iJ hy a siiUn-xt wkiwH' rx'al, living, hrealhing p.iix‘-nK m-ier 

anylhing iHher tkitii gentle and kpving | L^ipl a ruhi.^ a ml 3.-H riintali^, 
Tlw* I arj_if udcr Il.ondtpn: I higarlh, tUHS), p. 211 

4 t eriairtlv pi+her writers have drawn atlenliETn Iet ||ie tigore t*! the 
mnElief pri Ih^"^' Ulm^, ihitugh I heir l^mpha^l^ lla^ ht^-n ditlervni fmm 
Hiof^ Upf eTtiimple. khEina flerensteLn, "Mommy IX''a^l~^t Aliens, 
KHrn-nutv's \i,ib’k lind Molhertng," nr fpyiEjIiJ^ ivltitfw pp ^.^7.1; 

l.iiNda k Hiimh/en. ‘AUpn-^tnHJ’i XUpthk-t-^. MinklijiNt. t’i,rvnJe1. iind \ow 
Alien." hht -Hi 1 i t'iHs/liZi, pp 1 1 ■17; and Harley K 

f Irx^'hh'rg. ■"The l-raelurf^ lH IX^^irx’ INyt hHKirxih tu- Nou-*^ k>n Alien and 
Ihe i HPrklemfWprarv ‘C ruel' llornir l-llni'” f ■- Jji kj rjjjf vfn Wcerine 70:Z 
1 1 pip ^4l ^2b7 

^ Knlkw Iwotl i> well kiuiwn Eiir hiv liranuitiL use ol lighting with hj^ 
jx‘rikhanr Sor ‘^halts. klit^tv light ami volomiFHsus skidtiws in ptist- 
ind Lisina I livhmiphillik' ‘rt^lIt 1 g^ This dm kstoinou’' uw or lighting nEH 
OFih hi'ightiTi^ iheelenk-nl hpI nvV'lk-fv m hs'i tilm*. hul jKi fumlion^ in 
Ciindem wilh ho olher EippnpMtiHpnal mHirkLT^ ril mside/oulvide, 
pj*.| ■■^utu^x^ m^’.- iJEi, alk-n/rNPh-alieH. hLimiin/ min -human, rk‘al/>yn- 
thtik', inJuTlrol ■■ 111 hihpktgual. iku lake eeniral amJ orkn tEinllming, 
amtio ak-nl .md puEpwoelv tonlusing pi^ilions in fljjde Ktrmu't And 

KJju as wi-EI a-* .AJjivi 

Ev SigmiaiJ l-Fk-ud. "The Ihlkarinv " Thi' ! ri'Uti J.jhrary. V'lpI N, 

11 lamvi'iniKw-itflh Pi'hgUirt Bi'Mpks. p >iH 

7 Ihid p 172 

K Sij^muikl Hfk^Jd. '^TLHi'mnPnd liiKxi." JV-fuifN l>euJ rjil^^arv. VVtl 
1.1, lKjrnuKnJh,WLirih Fenguin kxiks. 1414x1, pp 2)n2-2lie(. 
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^.iich Iflw hn^nikin^ h.is ils effivts uptm the vniitv nt'l- 

work Jhfiil cipnslilulL's ibi' crew of ihe Nwlnimti. Tht* 
t>l thL’ \aw, iht’ div^d flit her, h^ivii'kii; bivn dL^ipLiced mt^^Hiuce^ 
a bijnk spkict* in the sticitiL d ^.p^^ce which mtire and mere 
Ciinw?i li> be ecru pied by the ^i^llTe of the dliein. t>nSy kipley, 
who hdJ tried Ui Kir ihe return of l>Li]ld^, Ldiriberl jnd ihe 
irfwted Knine, tdilh with the l.iw and ma tidbit's lt> sur- 

vive. VVilh each death the cre^w ^rows more unable to ivork 
as a cnberv^ril unit, the alien driving them prxi^resHively mad, 
Cl]ltninlUjrk^ in the chi II in j; scene of l^imK^rt's para lysis in the 
face of the Alit^ Thins, ^**^^*1 finally Kipley aloiH* rtmiins lo 
K\nish it back into I he space trom ivhenLX' it came.'^ 

Certainly the moral of timi is liKiated in the 

dead father's initniciion iir mt^ss^ige that the vins not h>l]ow' 
his path It^l thev reptMt the murdeTous crimtv F'tsf I niitnbert 
and Dallas seme ot that HH^sase i.s relumed to them in the 
form of their ht=^ilancy, fixinj; them within a fractund sf>.ice 
of contact w ith the Third ['arty isf tXsiipalivalion, reminding 
them that thev are iransj^ressins the syslem of ej^cUisivity 
over ivomen. Hut wt can reduce this plurality' to 4int\ that is 
to say lht‘ maternal object. In AUof 4 >nly Kane scvms willing 
t 4 > fully transgress this law by virtually denying |he over- 
powdering prc-si'iKe I Kith xLsually and unconstaoiisly) vi the 
dead father — alien — paternal ptMiis lhat li\es ivithin the 
KkJv of iht' ship w'htise female physical ily demands lhat it \rv 
understi.nd as the inlenor of I he mi^ther's KkIv. 

As w^e ftillow- Kane's e^ploralion further inlo the 
mother /ship ive folksw him aUaig the path of regression, the 
psychotic underside ol his Kiyish enthusiasm, lo the para- 
noid^'^'hi/oid petition. Hut if tre follow him il is bt‘caust‘ we 
can unconsckiuslv identifv w'lth Kane's t|uc*sh for each in our 
lum have bom w itne^w in c^ur Infancy li> the phantasy tsf the 
miytheT"s hidden contents. tk>w'ei 4 “r, whal Kane fails to rtsil- 
i/e is that he ls caughi m this regn^ssion, a n^gression is'hich 
complelelv lakes him iiver when the crab- like alien leaf>s out 
of its shell t Ms face. rwiW' aiverid by the fleshy cTab, his btdy 
in a coma, renders him iisc^less and ouislde 4>f symbolic actn. - 
ity. He is autislic, catati>nic, helpk*ss as a baby whci phan- 
tasies its <iwn smisihering dealh fmm an uncontrollable bad 
breasl. As Slavoj /i/ek has noltd, "'...the alien' .is a pre- 
symbolic, maternal Thing pir Furthenrhire, fol- 

k>w'ing Zl/ek, we might say that lh4' alien is a symptom: 

The Parasite adhering ti> tlurt's face is thus a kind ot 
Sprt>ut of enjoyment', a leftover i>f the maternal Thing 
which then tu net ions as a symptom — the ki-al of enk'V- 
ment — ot the gm-up marti^inid in the w^andering space- 
ship: it thrtsdens them and at the same time constilutts^ 
them as a closed group/l * 

The rm^ment ot Kani-'s iniWtum by the pstrasite is tme of the 
most horrifying scenes in Ahctr. Bui we must ask from w hem 
this hornir a>mes It is nol simply a t|ut"«tion of biding startled; 
by the sw*ift movement of the crab-1 ike thing, bid a htir- 
ror coining from an aci i>f retribotiim. -tme w-hich we may all 
identifv w ith and tear. In a S4‘iisi% Kanegeis what he deserv es 
for disturbing the hidden contents that have lain so long in 
darkness. WKii we are dealing with hert^ is a projeclieni t^f an 
archaic naturt^ One 4>f ihe key aspects of the inlant's attempts 


to investigitle the inside i>f the mother's body is the phanlasy 
of laving wMste to w hat Ik^s w'ilhin. VVe cann^^t di.>ijbt lhat on 
an unconscitnjs le^el the eggs in I he alien ship are but a dis- 
placement of the t'ggs and unbi>m K^bies hidden wnthin the 
mother's btsJy. Kane's wnsh, like Ihe infant's, to plunder the 
contents of the mother^s body gives rise to Ihe phantasy of a 
necessary' nkiternal ri-sptinse: revenge for such an aggressive 
transgressitm of maternal Kdily inu-grity. The infant's own 
aggression, which engenders the e%plorati>ry and pillaging 
phantasy H is projt^^'l'^d 4mlo.^into the malernal objivl, and is 
thus revisiteil upon the infant in the fcKmi of the phuintasy of 
mattiT^Hil ri^venge* an eye for an eye, or w hat Klein calls "tal- 
ion mortaiitv." In this case^ the w ish tti rob Ihe mtither of her 
eggs and babies causes ihe intant / Kane to be violently 
impit^nated. 

Vkdeni though the scene i^l impre^gnation is, the mol her' s 
ph.intasii.d n venge has only just K*gun. After having given 
up on their efforts ti> dislodge the crab- like creature (tom 
Kaiw's face and throat, the crew is surpris4„d lo discover sc'V- 
era! tu>urs later that thecft^ature has fallen trom its host of its 
accord. At a celebratory dinner pritir tt^ returning to 
hvper-sleep tor iht^ borne, the creiv. akmg with the 

audience, are related and relieved that the nightmare 
ap|vars to be tiver. But Ibis is ijuickly interrupted by the hor- 
rific S 4 ’ene of the caesarean birth of the allien infant as it 
grunt s its wav out through K.ine'schiSit. 

Before discussing this scene let us link it to another 
nu^mimt of e^isceratitm' the tk\Hipitaliiili ol the and mud sci- 
ence officer. Ash. Ash's dtsrapitation ocxlirs mid -wav in the 
film, atter the alien has deiourtSui Brett Ihe mechanic and 
Dallas. Ripley, who has btvn su.splcious i>f Ash since he 
bri>ke quarantine by letting Kane rt'-^mter the ship, has tlis- 
covensi ffEim Mol her that it was the Com pm y whi^ had seni 
them (m this missiem and lhat the crew is e^p^ndable. Ash 
attacks Ripley because she now becomes a Ihreat lo the 
Csimpinv's plan, but she is saved hy Parker who, in swing- 
ing a fire extinguisher at Ash's head, dislodges it. In the 
spraving td milkv'while effluvia and the sighting 4>l inles- 
tine-like h.ibes w'e discover .Ash's andri>id stains. What is at 
slake here* is the v isibility of insides, th*-ir ab^vl prc^st^nceand 
pnmitive/ primordial maternal naturv* rather ihan the sex of 
either Kane or Ash. Here we ha^e a chain ot sign it k^rs w^hich 
link a number of internal btdilv elemrents tugelher Hie pira- 
site's tail, the spaghetti that Kane ingtsts prior to his convul- 
sioflr and A.sh s arlerial tubers prtiduce the i»ver -determined 
sign of entrails. TK' pirasite's mok-culir acid, Kane's splat- 
tering blo<Kl Hind Ash's effluvia deno^te the abjt'ct liquidity E>i 
iIh‘ btidy's insid€?s.^^ 

In theS4' two scenes with Ihn'-ir ptiwerfol repri.'M-nta lions of 
bhiCKf and milk, the mi>ther's insides are tiimwi against the 
crew of the Nt^stfomvi. Tht^ molher's abilities to give nind sus- 
tain life are reversed, bearming terrifying phantasies of dis- 
embtiwelment, di'slruction and death. W'fuit bt^gan as a phan- 
tasv ol explorativm and evprtipriation is transformed <furing 
the ct^ursi' of the film via the mechanisms of proiiciive identi- 
fiCHitiEird^ into a phantasy of maternal n^venge which pn>gres- 
sivelv takc-sover more and mort^t^f Ihe spice prwiimslv safe- 
ly tKxupiiM bv the crew, culminating m the Nostreuno itself 
becoming hteil lo the alien at ihe expense of its human crew. 
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' ^ROSiri^ETICH 

Tuv hkUiy t'xi^mphfy wir7^i;i/(i^riri> 

! dl (Jr4' of f'fisLisf jJTTa|t/j4Hi, On fJet* one >nir fJpfrir 

jiPPcf iifhmuiii^ hqitiii fviruth hniy u'hith is o 
' ' Jkyjihrii^ hirkin^ itishie ihe mnh' 

, miyf be expurjiioieJ or sc-di/tvjf off. c??-! the other homi theri' im ^/it- 
^mni, or^iimzett iflmUte of oU miernot i'iseem 

'■ lohieh frmis /Js ii/JK^j’paF^/'i ot the fimetitne.^'^ 

[ lk^n|ii]iiiii iind Kiihln^uh 

''I uriv^ml ' to KLuisTht'h ik-irsi iVii^r vul. II 

K tHtstiMV. UMr^L^ 1}!^ Ai ii'\ rJiiusiA Imm the pt>tnt oi 
vii^vv i>l I II Li n I ik^ phiint^isit^s, we hxivt' bivri ^[rui'L by I ht* 
Wiiy iti ^vhkh Jfv<*lopm*Mit ^l^ these pltiinta>if> ils they 
I tULur in the films p«irH.ille]s I heir dei etupment m the p?iychi“ 
cdl lite i)t the int.int. W\~ wuuld expeet, then, ihjl imeo h 1 
! ph.intjs)- h.is hetn L‘^t*ih|tshed, il ^VLiutd euntinyv to iipt-rnile 
not tuily in ^u3:>H^jUent scenes within the siinw lilmH but in 

I he sequels to I he t^ri^inLit AZ/eu as well In .uidiHun, we 
wiuild aUo expis^^t tti diM’tJVer the develupmenl tit siibst*- 

I quent phjiit.isKs which tunetitm ns delenj^'s ni^nlnsl enrlier 
phnntnvit'v. 

Ahi'tis, the stsrend film tit (he Alien ItiIli^v. opens with n 
, sleepinj; KipteVr ihe tiiily survivinj? member ot the 
j Nostfomo en^w, Ivin^ rt*Siued by *i s<it\‘Hi^e te+im tisnl hns 
I discoi ert\l her i^npe shuttle drittin^ in sfMce. VVe then eul 
til Kipley in a hospitnl Kd, bein^ told by J Company ejieeu* 
tive that sht^ has tuvn in fu per-skvp tor o\ ef htly venrs. As 
her shin k K>;ins tii rt7;iHter, ive .m^ treated ki ntliither, mom 
hurrityin}; sh<K'k ns Ripley .irches back i.pn the beiC alterruite- 
ly tliUlin^ her arms and clutchin); her sttimach which bi^j^ms 
' 111 distend meiiacinj^jy. As l-V, bottles and trays III ing^ 

“* FVrtijpn I hi' f fe-^an^pk' til ihv nl the herfLlvm^t w^vrniil 

I Thinj; an a ^j-ii liln^ lliiii ti ilhifi NflapiV tlen- Ihe 

”i:rejlLirf I'rniH the Id" e- j ivnliihle pruTtS'limri sil ihn- m lenti^t/tnilhiT S 
uik“ipri>t H rti^ ffl^ileriTHil Thinp^ whith linknL'wn lo him tn," tanpuns ap in 
I I dn .itn-mpt tn ^tL 5 p thi' mrrsinKV and ^^uhsiH^uent sil hi^ dkUP^hltT le 
I I an lApleri-f iswri l''virth l rO'en iLil he and his Uau|>}itef hLiv»‘ |pvei.tl aksnt^ 
Itiff iTuiny vtMis »Hthi.iul her miiEtitT ihe dju^hili.T Ilv emKdi- 

iTH^nt ipf tlH- 

10. Sl^ivni /j/ek, t t\c bifhitrm' t ttf i I ^ nHh m Venm, |V>W), p. 
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12 Jn p.'int ni tHii,t I he impirliinee et licfuid l^s'onfif^ pm^ff^^iiielv Tnon' 
eenlral thpjPii^hiniE the tnliknv. IVhen we fir^l the i^hen's double 
1 ^w i\j mo-iith II prod Lures ils ttsih l-jIhiI in a slimv t^ve In Aitni- the 
dipttnjelien el an aJii.Ti is ^t<nefallv aeeiiEii|M nits'! hvan eiph^^um ml Il 4 |- 
I Ulid kHid as IS tlw ns >1 her aln^i's Jl^jIl hni^'Hl ItiHTi ht'r kin^ external EaJ- 
I ■ k^iLin tuts.' In ^/lepj Hipk‘'t 's ileath ihtMfs whiTi she 3els hi'fM.‘lt lall 
I inle the hu^;e t al el imaien nm^il 

15 ^h^' pseehiLMl mis hanisin hy w-hH h pint** ot the S 4 ,-It — m ihis l iisi^ a 
I liihanlasv — a a ti n bu tkTl li> h ri Iwis 

U An inlinx^tjnjj; rfaditij^ nl |he Allens Inlej^v thal wi'uld ptirallel uthit 
I aHiek-s which rai>*' Ih*- Lpn^tioii ",iiv Ik’ Alums hlms leminiM lh ntip” 

I wuuIl! K- hi eiiimini^ Ur what evterti eould these tilm*. \v uruler-^tisid lsi 

kty an ambivak-nt timshin biH ween pnskvtaNnsm nn the l»iv- tumi arw! 
anti-iaK isni lui Ihf ^dtu-p 
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kipk'v u ith ihu nurw iinJ L ipmpjiiiy t*\ecutive ivbi> 

^rr to rf^tr.iin htTj "Kill m*.', ' Just .it the 

rru^fHent we e^pi’Cl -iti .ilien in kin I tn hgrsl fnrth trum 
RipSey's hi>dy^ i^he in j swent trem what we 

inst.intly ri^tigni/e as a nightmare iha! recapitulates the 
impregnation fear/ phantasy nt the original tilm. This phan- 
tasy ct^ntinues Xo <,>pt'rate thrtmghi^ut Aki'ns as di^^ereni 
characters are Lapturt*d and ciicotined by the Aliens^ pre- 
served until they are needed lo tunrtion as surrogate 
wombs. 

Further evidence that the phantasies of the mother's 
tmdy that are set to work in the original tilm continue to 
operate in (Ih* seirond can bt‘ fi^und in the terrati^rmer sta- 
tion which has K*4'n sti up by the Company on LV^lh, the 
planet on w'hich I he ervw oi tlw \osl romo enanjntered the 
denOicl alien spacecraft with its cargo of c'ggs. When contact 
is liist with the terraformer c-tilony, Ripley is persuaded to 
act as a consultant to a platison oi Marines stmt in ni investi- 
gate ihi‘ cause of the break in communica turns, f tax ing seen 
the first film, we .ire immediately aware of hoiv the ct'prri- 
dors of the terraformer station replicate the interior of the 
alien spacecraft, having being transformed by the alien 
colon V into a giganlic Knlily inlerii>r Ciimplete w ith rib- like 
Weills, glistening cavities, and intt*stine-like tubt^ and ducts, 
all shroud lM in darkiu^s. As the Marines penetrate the inle- 
rior iif the station in search of the aliens, their trackers lead 
them cUea^r and closer to the very life-giving, death-dealing 
core of the statiiin. its nuclear rt*achir. I>aw'ing near to the 
alien nest, they are ordered to disarm their guns and pot 
aw.iy their g^enad<.^, Kvoming trapped in a deathly para- 
dox as the traditiimal means ipf defense become the poten- 
tial catalysts of nuclear annihilatitpn. 

Thus the phanlasks of homfic impregnation, oral-sad islic 
gieed and devouiingr and engulfing interna! b^pdily cavities 
ctintinue to st^t the tone in A/ms just as they did in the earlier 
film, this lime ^>n an even grander scale. By the final, climac- 
tic sequence isf scenes, only Ripley, Newt <the little girl w'ho 
is the only survivor of the terrafi>rmer cokmy), Hicks tan 
injured Marine corporal), and the andnnd Bishop remain, as 
Ripley prep,ires for ll'e showdowm with the mother alien. She 
is sustained in this final fv^itle not so much by her^^wm dc'sire 
to sun ix^e, but, imporlantly, by her drive to save New^t. whe^ 
has clear! V hexome the mpi.icement, for Ripk'X', of the daugh- 
ter who she left ht^hind on earth during her mission i>n the 
Nosln^mo, and who grt^w^ to adult hiHxl and dixxl of t>ld age 
while Kipley slepi adrift in sptwe.*^ 

flax lng rescuid Newt fn^m the alien in's!, Ripley stum- 
ble's upxpn the giirgantuan mt>ther alien and Iwr frisihly laid 
cixq' i^f t'ggs, xvhich in a momimt of calcuLitt'd tur>^ Kipley 
torches wilh lier flame thrower, enraging the mother alien 
A senes of scc'iu-s follow in w hich Ripley and Newt attempt 
to escape the rampaging mother alien, culminating in their 
being ix-N:ued by Bisht>p, w^ho flk-s them safely back to the 
Marine spHid-eraft as the terra k>rmer station is destroyt'd In 
a nuclear explission. Hiiwev'er, this is n<.>t ifnwtifmmt of 
I he film, for the mipfher alien has managed to cling to the 
fUming shuttle. She makes her pri's^'nce kninvn when her 
spear-like tail pierces Bisfupp through the clw'st. and in fling- 
mg him in the air rents him in iwi^. As in the first film, only 


Kipley remains lo fight of I the alien, for Ixith the injured 
fficks who remains uibtsanJ the shuttie, and the emasculattd 
Ikshop can bt^ oi no help to her mrw. 

As the miHher alien turns her fury toxvards Newt, Kipley 
draxvs the attention of the alien to herself, in a rush of 
maternal feeling. New t dix vs under the fltH>r grating and 
dxHigt^s the grasp of the mother alitm^ w'hile Ripley ducks 
into a st^^rage compartment. reappiMring miiments later 
having strappexi herself into a robotic cargo kwdor In doing 
so, she has transformtsJ herself into a colossal combination 
of mi^her and machine. It is the pfoslhelic nature t>f the 
machine, with ith massive weight, hydra ulix” pi'tency^ and 
pini:er-like grip that enabk's Kipley to engage the alien in 
the mother i if all battles. But, is it rt^ally as mothers that they 
fight noxv? 

First, let us briefly consider htnv Ripley's i-m ploy merit of 
the robcitic cargo loader transforms her into the phantasy 
figure of the phallic mother, in this case, a tech no- phallic 
milt her What we arc‘ interested in here is ht>w the phantasy 
of the phallic mothxTOpt^rales as a defense* against the earli- 
er phantasies of the frightening, devouring mother which 
xve hsiveexa mint'd above. VVe art' familiar w ith the notion of 
the phallic mother as a phantasy which eixahles the child lo 
deny sc'xual difference and the knowkdge of mtither's lack 
of a pn'iiis. The phantasy functions iti cover ox er the absC'iHT 
of the penis, btU it alsti covers twer stimething else, some- 
thing we are less familiar xx^ith: it enables the child, in 
atlrihuling a to motht^^ to deny the presence of some 

other, nu»re frightening nuth^rtia! — not phallic — power. In 
prox'iding the mother with a phallus., the child creates a 
phantasy figure w^hich fH>Eh cox^ers tner, and is hiipi,'fully 
^-^nverful enough, to defend ag^iinst the mom archaic iiTuige 
of the mother a^ devouring and revenge-seeking. In don- 
ning the prosthetic armor, Ripley bex'omi's the representa- 
tion of just such a defensixx' phantasy figure 

If Ktplev is now' the techno- phallic miither^ in vvhat phan- 
tasv might w e find the horrifying image of the alien moth- 
er? We are already acquainted with the alien mother as 
devouring and revengeful, but in the final battle scene we 
si'nse that there is something more to ht'r power. We find an 
answ'er in Klein's description of the phantasy of the com- 
bined parents^ If xve think back to A^jcpf, yvv will n.\-all that 
w hen Lambert, Dallas and Kane enter the derelict alix^n ship 
thev discover not tmly eggs, but as w^e noted, the paternal 
penis in the form of the ship's fossil i/ed crx-w membi'r The 
phantasy of the mother^ body containing within it ihc 
pHlternal penis, gives rise' to the phantasy at the combinid 
parents, W'hix'h in Klein's view' becom^-s oiu' of the most ter- 
rifying phantasies 4>t infancy. In projecting its own sadistic 
umnipt>tence into the figure of the combini ^1 parents, the 
infant "endows them xvith instruments of mutual de-^tmo 
tion, transtornxing iheir lec'th, nails, genitals, excrements 
and so on, into dangerous w^eapms and animals, etc."**' 
This di'MTiption calls to mind the image of the mother alii'^ 

I s Inlvrt’ximgty. thi> b.^cLgrikunJ inrerrtl.itinri ixmcerninj; ^ 

JjLighUT IX vw cut ffHPm tht’ tL>TSiLin oi whith Ffk-j^xJ m iJw 

cmcmjx, hul remriinf^ in the *'UiFistorS cul" verMon lh.U hj- hix*n 
Lin xidwk. 

]fi. Kldn. Ttti' Psw^hWPwly^.rMif C’IPFfaFrrt (ExFTHJnn I p 
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liKkt^ in HUeiI KslUt' \siih Riple^’: caught in the grip of tho 
luciiJfr's pinct"T>i tho «ilifn altL^mpts Iti goi at Riptoy by bring- 
ing its giistoning elonguitod hL^ad h>n\Mrd, but stw is impitl- 
ed by tht' motal ^iructuro of tho loader which protects 
Kipley nis she were ench>st\l in .1 shark ^cage. Seeking lo 
penetriHe the bars thi^si enclosure^ the rniither alien's 
mt^iith i>pens tti reveal t^vti rnw^s oi teeth, one of which 
extends out ot the nrii.iuth and sUeIi'^ at Kiplev's fiicu- At ^>ne 
ptunt KipU-y manages to gtasp the mother alien and lift her 
oft the ground. At this moment we set' tin' full extern of the 
mother alien's body, her tail and mEinv arms franticallv cir- 
cling the air in a Mid usa dike fashion. What wv have here is 
an externali/ed representation of the combined parents, 
with the alien mother's head and tEUl ils thi' paEeri\al phal- 
lus, and ttvEh as vagina di ntata, the o^mbined aUrihtni*s of 
this phantasy figure makirig it all the mort' menadng. hor- 
rific and fKWVefful. Thus, the final battle set|uence is ntil 
mert'ly combat between Eivo mi others, but iwii phantaslAl 
maternal represc'ntations: it is a biittle of the phallic mother 
bnvughl forih as a defense against the more archaic and 
more terrifying figure ot the combined parents. 
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MATHFIVMAI- SACniPIGE 
Afojry E 3 BA-ri-i 

The pmfoumt and fermr is lhai ninlhcr and !he 

ohieeis inside h^'r rcfaliafr ifysijijsf the htUml, l! 
frem f^ic oral tivs/ieS lefijcft fof to tn rircE?rji[jndc ati 

fftcsc’ firdi^vs for ami the urfani etuh up hi f^jc witM of a 

fdiapitasy alf ike^' retitmiorif mmudeJ nfe note 

maraixdin^^> as oih'riiai ^N'rsnV if fnrs in ^ifsJ iurri hisfdrs affer 
th'-rn^ hdwjeeted Orere, and as fke eriermi fi;^ure. 

K.O. thnshetwcHd 
A Diiiffonary TlrjniyhJ 

Tlk.m\<. M.nv TO Tiiti Ttiiiti> AM> H\Ai HI M ol the Alien trilo- 
gy, Afjtvr . 1 , we are particularly interested in the way in 
which the final scene reconstitutes an archaic, infantile 
phantasy of maternal sacrifice and death. In the course of 
df>ing st> the film also provides an tKcasion ti.> internigate 
psychical and SiMial *^lructuris pt'irtElining \o pregnarKy and 
childbirth, for the ftH^iis o\ .-^/icif centres on Ripley's dis* 
ctJvery^ t^f her alien impregnatitin and the means i^f ils termi- 
nation. 

After having crash-landed on a barren planet that acts as 
A penal cokmy, Ripley finds herself among its all male 
inmates w'ho have formed a religious fundamentalist ceti- 
bale brt^therhiXMi. Unkni>ivn ii^ Ripley the mother alien had 
mHtnagixl to lay a tew eggs on the Marine spacecraft, one of 
w'hich take's the colony's di^ as host, and upi>n the alien’s 
birth it begins to attack the inmati%. We learn of Kiplev's 
alien pn-g nancy w'hen she is cofnertd by the alien ivho in 
the midst oi his attack slops, hisses at her and then retreats. 
Returning tt> the destn^yt'd ship, Ripley retriei'c's an ultra- 
simnd mimitor and discovers that she has a mother alien 
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l^miiA iinj^ \wt. tii t^riuLl her lik" ?»hv if* |.vniiJiid-' 

in k>n”iLi]l this ^ictinn hut imlv until the ether <ilk'ri hds 
been killed This Hnidly acci^niplished when, 
eNt.M|H-d l 1 mi‘iiiev*il diMth bv beilin^ thv alien's suj’ht- 

heate^l bedv is evpUidt-J hv tn'in^ sprayt^ with iee ti>ld 
iivatcT At this pttint a triMTp et Suits amves at the fi.!U>ny and 
attempts to sttip Riplev's suieide. The lead er tells her I hat he 
van rt'mtw e the alien tm^tus w ithout killing her but sht* diH^s 
hot be^lieve him. Her 4>n[y esc apt' I fern the Ci>mpanv and 
trem ^i^'in^ birth k> a neiv mother-alien is suicide. VVe vvaleh 
the I Inal scene unh^U in skm' motion as Ripley alU^w s helM'lf 
to hill backivards into ihe vat of molten metal that now 
series as a backdrop li> Ripley S tailing htpdv. During Riplev's 
descent the alien baby bitsiLs ihrotigh her chest hut Ripk^y, in 
a tinal act of heroism, manages to grasp hold of it. thert'hy 
Liking it with her to her tleath. 

It is enlirely ivilhin the Itigic of the niaternal that the two 
prc'Vious films have st^t to %vtirk thal Ripley would KHTome 
the space, thal uneatuiy home, for the new^ "mother alien'’ 
which she Ksirs. With Riplev 's discovery of her alien preg- 
nancy her worsi fears are reali^tsi,^ hul in a stmse our own 
unconscious fears, parlictilarly of loss of tnofher art' alst^ 
recalk\T What is it that Riplev carries insider her if nol a 
Thing which once it conH“s, can noplace (or destroy} us a 1 17 
Have nol all the intan tile investigations that prececie Ahivi J 
been undertaken lor the sole purptise ot rendering impose 
hie all conncvtitm of the mtither's insides vvilh iilhefs? Arc' 
ni>t Kane's denial of the pdernal penis and attempted rob- 
tuTV til I he eggs /habits the sefling up of the phallic mother 
as that which will defend and defeat the aitigulaksi repre' 
sentation nl the amvbintHl parents in the form ot the neither 
alien, sanguinary signs ist an attack against bail inlernal 
ubjivls projcsfletl into the mo! her and returned now in the 
torm of nicss«iges of maternal saiCiifice7 And yel if we follow 
the unconscious /filmic logic of I he Alien trilogy vve find 
that failure (the failure to eradicate all ctmntvtion with 
marauding internal and external olherst is the major con- 
stant thill alloivs tor the dreaded reprt'ssed Thing lo return. 
Rul thrtiugh the phantasy of omnipilence il is no! we who 
have iloundertsi; ntsr is if mother who has failed. Mother 
stands fiir comfort and in tuir infantile narcissism we 
demand fhai she make the greatest pleiige of alk’giance, the 
greatest Iribufe to her loie for us: we demand a recall ol the 
infantile phan!asy of miltemal StUTifice. If the mtist leirity- 
ing place' for us is locatesi within mother as thi' unmameable 
nameless Thing, what belter ivay lo rid ourselves of this 
horror, in phantasy al least, lhan through mtither's sc'ltk^s 
sacrifice. If mother disappears (or Ripley for thal mailer) we 
gain much more, at leasi in terms of obit'll repri.s»*.'nta lions, 
for she Nki hfComes more pm-erful, more priitective dead 
lhan living. She dies in order that w'e might live, or at least 
leave the cinema. 

As noted above^ the phantasy of nriaternat sacrifice 
called forth bv Kipk'v's suicide offers us an oppirtunily to 
consider the relationship bc'lwcvn infantile psychical for- 
mations and their projeitions onlii and into the sexiak Let 
us m>te thal in Ripley's death we have the symbtilics of nol 
only Tnaternal sacrifice but also in symbolic form a dtxi- 
sion about I he term itwt ion tjf an unw-anted pregnancy it is 


not surprising that such an issue would arise at this 
mt^menl given the rise ol right-wing religimis fundamen- 
talism, ihe Ksmbing of aKirtion clinics and ihe attempt to 
turn bsK k the clixrk on abt>rEion legislatitm but il would bt' 
simplistic !i> argtJV that Aheiis .? taki^ either a symbn^ic pni 
or contra stance. Indt'tsi wha! swmvs to taking place is 
pnx’isc'ly the kind oi tensiim, divisii^n, and even ambiva- 
lence I hat currently characters the abortion debate 
Consider, tor example, how one might define the nnilureol 
Ripley 's suicide. 

VVv have noted the psychical dHerminanls as they art' 
Ti'gisterv'd i^ ithin the pfuintasy of maternal s.icrifice: Ripley 
kills hersi'll in i>rder that others mighi live. biU dix^ this 
luit follow the scary k^ic ol the ai^ti-chi>ice campiign that 
M-x'ks to entrench the idea (the piuiiUasy) that a mother's 
life must be subsumtxi, even saerifictxl tor the s.ike t>f the 
unborn. Is this nol given in us in the rei|Uesl ol the 
Ctimpanv man wlu^ says that he can save Ripley along 
ivith the alien t<Hniis> hence iwi^ s4>uls would be saved? 
Not only this, but if we als4> recall the phantasy of robbing 
the iiiiolher's bixly of its eggs and ba bit's, we can rt'ad the 
religious riglit's hysteria as the projection t>f guilt arising 
Irom this infantile criine.^^ 

Ihiwever. Ripley's retusiE and decision to terminate the 
alien pti'gnancy presents us ivith a dilemma, tor just at the 
moment vvhen sheappsirs to exercise t at'dom ol choice she 
is forced to end her lite. At one lev el of rt'ading we can cer- 
tainlv the sign u hich states, 'The only gi>od abtirtive 
minhef is a dead mol her" tkit if w'e set' this as the only pos- 
sible reading ot Ripley's decision, do w^e not excuse our- 
M'lves trom any and all rt'spmsihility tor the many w'omen 
who in ^vkmg an abtsrtion where abtprlion is cnminalized 
hai e als4T Uwl their lives? Ripley's decisitm can thus bt' read 
as a “tragic fetusal" lo give her body up to the social and by 
facing externality and marginaii/alion she faces death. 
Thv'si' are the limits ot a sixiely wh^rM' phantasy projections 
are Imlv intanlile, where narcissistic investment gets rede- 
pi oytd as Liw. 

tXir cultural prcxluctionh, then, can serve as rich i>pp>r- 
I unities to uncover and intern ^gnUe the w'l if kings of uncon- 
scious infantile phantasit's, st'rv'ing as I hey dta as ccKniainers 
into which we pn^h^'l those phantasies, and by dicing so, 
seek and gain a form of maslerv over them. VVe have found 
that Using Kleinian ihtxsrv' in this w-ay to kx^k at the films of 
Ihe Alien trilogy hnsidens and deepms our understanding 
of the piwer tit hiirror. But thal pmver is not simply situat- 
ed within the filmic sceni% for as we have attempk'd to 
denii>nstrale, it always threatens to and mdi.'ed often 
dix's — break out into the scene of the stxial. If Bc'njamin 
and Rabinbach, as tjUokd above, can write about the deni- 
gratlLin of the maternal bvKiy 4s pirt tif the fasi is; mentaEity'F 
can we not Alsit consider frighteningly piwerlul repn.'senta- 
tions ot the maternal bivdy as pari of Ihe iFif4omfc numtality? 
Indeed, might it not Iv the case' thal these tw'o mentalities, 
fascist and infantile, are related? 

17 might .il'T*' aKml the prt‘*4'ncc el piiill a priMfuL'l til 

IraEnruiHil (ihf w wh in mJ imUhiT c btslv nt nviit fina/sjf 

ibt^ inKimik- WAt ol iMlanlJs.-iJe Itjlien nsntjJitv] 



Mirror, 
Mirror 

on the 

Wall 


PARENT 

AND 

PSYCHO 

AS ONE 
IN THE 90^5 


In the Anit-rican 
ht>rrt>r tiliiis the 
posl-war the 
enemy ahvays comes 
from ontsi Je the 
niitioiiiil-communal- 
family circle. However^ 
within thcit circle, at its 


In thf Gi;v fc&r (I'MZS, moriflltly cksiirly on 

tht' f*idf Slim Bowden, .in ufrstanding sucl■ess^ul 
lawyer And fiimily m.irL. And .igAinsi C'Ady,. a hrulAl 
thu^ But the ivydieme s |iidgrniL''nt o^ ihv (ivo char- 
flclur^ is euguiilly bflsed on t^ur ree^^^nilion of 
Roherl M It chum, typicjtly pi.iyed the dAngerous 
tough^guy w'ilh .i shady pAst, of fhe Pa^l^ 1946, 

Nij^ht ii Hif' JhnJfrrr 395^) while t.n'gory Wx\f^ eentin- 
ually pl.iyed the reliAble, strong, father figore 
(Gt'Piffi'Pfitirr's 3^7, Te KiU & Mih kiu^tiTJ, 

1962, Man hi fhoCrty Fkmui Suil, 1956). 

More rtN^ently, we st*efn to hAve dispi^nsed wiih 
I he tr.id itii^na] dishnctions betwwn “ us'^ aihI Ihetn '. In the 
remake nf Ca^n- Ftwr (Marlin Scorsese, |99l ) Btmden does 
not inviiv ihc same trust .ind approval. His success and 
influence as a law yer, is not a factor, and in the posi -yuppie 
'90'5, may be a black mark against him His lack of paternal 


authority may also have a 
gn'At deal to do with the fact 
that he is played by IVick 
Nolle, an actor often cast as 
dissolute, hard -living loners^ 
atid Ou/ oi Hcncrfy 
lUHs. I9S5, Wirtfs, 19H7, 4^ 
ihurs, 1982). It makes it diffi- 
cult to recognize and! accept 
Kim AS otie of us, pari of ffer 
famHy drek. 

The ptm^er ui film par- 
ents is miwl seriously under- 
mined by the child's inability to recognize them as sucK- 
Their pn^ttctive role hA?^ been u slurped by tht*se w^ho pt>se 
the greatest threat. Peyton^ the nanny in Curtis Hanson's 
iiiitni Thai Rcnifs f/u» Craif/(‘ 0992), effortlessly oulshines 
her iraditional employer, Claire. Following her husband's 


very hub, shind the 
prt>tective pi^rents> 
idontiHablc the 
guys" bt?Ctiuse 
they belong, but 
CLjii^illy important, 
becakise they ItytJk 
like they belong. 
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ITpr lliinr^ RiK'ki’thf 


Ciipr J t*f 

suicidt^ anJ hi‘r miscanifigL^ rVyton hHs imi ui her- 

seU on CLiiri*H whi^m she believt*> is rtrsfH^tisibli* Utr hvr mis- 
^ortu^les. Bv making s^^nual ndvancifs to Clairt^'s husband, 
hrt.‘ast-iL*eding her baby, and winning the loyalty ot her 
smalE daughter, she effectively rt^places CLiire as a figure of 
trust and authority HSthin her spwn 
family. In the remake tjf C+i;?e fVar, 
DeNiro's Cady employs a similar strat- 
egv. One the film's most disturbing 
sec|uences takes place in a deserted 
high schtiol auditoriurn, where Cady 
has lured Danielle. He wins her trust by 
offering her the atienhun and under- 
slanding she cannot get Imm her neU' 
nstic and selfish parents. In a gesture as 
maternal as ii is sei^ual^ he puts his 
thumb into her mimth, enamraging her 
to suckle. 

In the original Capr Fear, Cady 
deliberately terroris^es the Bowdens' 
daughter: when he finally corners her 
in the basement of an empty schtMih the 
camera closes on her, crtnichevi bt^hind 
the boiler, trembling violently as she 
listens to ibv Mmnd of his approaching 
footsteps. In the remake, Danielle ii 
drawn into Cady's web, even 
when she is warned by her father what 
kind of monster he is, even when Cady 
poistms the family dog. Her desperate 
neisJ for Cady^s attention oA errides bet 
natural caution. 

tfowe^er — as cunning as 
IX'Nirrys Cady may be> he would not 
bt' as successful if Danielle's parents hadn't failed to fulfil 
ihi^ir protective role In the original Frar^ Bowden^s 
wife, plavtd by %vho]es€>me Polly Bergen, threvttens to call 
the p^>lice rather than allow him to ruin his life by killing 
Cady, and in the climactic scene, sacrifices herself tt^ Cady 
lo distract him from her teenage daughter. Bui in the 
remake, Leigh Bt^wden — significantly 
plavidi by Jessica Lange who- is often 
cast as Women t^n the idge — is ttuT self- 
involved lo even notice that her daugh- 
ter is in danger. In several of these* films 
the nuHh<,*r/wife stimeht^w debilitat- 
ed. Leigh thnvden seems to be on the 
^■erge of a nef\ ous break-down long 
K'foreCady enters her life. Claire fkulel 
in Tfh" f fiUJif Tfuii RiH-frs ffir CrutHi- suffers 
from incapacilating asthma attacks at 
crucial moments. This phenomenon 
even emends beyond horror films. In 
Thi'- VkKtor (iwi), Christine Lihti plays 
a lawyer oddly incapable of communi- 
cation with her own hushinj at a time 
when it is most ntvded, and in PpJfrui; 
Crfws <19^2), lack Ryan tends to his 
critically injureii young daughter whOe 








f'flPTWfj 


hts^ a jiurgiMisn wlui rtmiincly pt'rtivnns lifi.^-cnh,iiKifi>; 
iiperalit^ns vn child rt-n, Ik-N hclpk-^-^ \ n her htl^>pi^^a] K*d- NtH 
^iince Ripley in back in Nttb, have we seen a film 

mother riMdyv wilting and able lo ^ighi to the death for htr 
child- 

Our inabilily to place tnir trust appr<^priatety is diSe to the 
fact that neither the psycho nor the parent liHik or act any 
hinder accord in^ to their traditii>rial roU*^- In stime easels, 
lhc!\» is distinction between them at all they aa^ alaady 
fused into one being, tn ftjjshjy Gciop <l^2). Carter is both the 
father defending his family and the psycho destRiying it. tie 
is part of a cctntinuous chain i>f crueltyH g^^ng back at least as 
far as his lather whEi detiKTately victimised his own chil- 
dren. In Ptfri-Ji/s (1987), a small bc»y disan ers that his 0//ie- 
and-H.iTTiet-kM>k-a-like parents a rc^ cannibals. The child's fear 
Elf b^^ing hunted or devoured by I he p.ilemal /matema] figiiri* 
is by no means a mw phenonn^non. It can be traced as far 
bfiwrk as theClmek myth of Cronus and ZeiiSr or hi fairy^ tales 
like “Snow' White'' and "Hanst'l and Crelel." II is appropriate 
that Scorsese's Cady choewes to sedmie Danielle in front of a 
gingerbread Kepusc: like* the w itch in the story, he pn^ys upiin 
aband^m^tl children. 


ITie phi‘ni>menon Eif tlw weak or untrustworthy parent in 
recent horror films alsti st^^ms to e>ctend outward to other 
traditional figures uf authi^rity. In SiTcpkC tpf f/^ie Uuftbfn {1991), 
Dr. tiannibal Lecter^ a w'ell-established psychiatrist is con- 
sulted by tht^ F.B.I. for his expert opinii>ns on psychopat htil- 
ogy even though he himself is criminally insane In Thf 
UifftJ TTiiif fietits ihi- Cradie PeytoTl's husband is an ubstetri- 
cian IV ho molests his pregnant patients. In fiisf/iict 

{1992L detrt'live N'ick's past lover and curreni therapist is a 
miinJer suspect- In Ciggfi’S 11992), a surgiHsn laughs as 
he perfisrms open -heart surgery' w'ithuiil anaesthetic. In the 
second Grjc Tcur^ Cady poses as a teacher. In RdiisEui,^ Cain 
Carter's father is a fanwnis child psychologist. 

It is interesting that uneof Carter's mulHple |ierMmalittes 
IS a female, whose function is to ''protect the children'^ who 
are other multiple personalities. In the past, Carler never 
really had a father in thi- traditional, paternal of the 
role, nor dties he have one in I he present. The father we see 
is really another on*' of his "multiples". Mur do w'e ever see 
or hear any men I ion of his mother. Here^ in a bizarre rever- 
Sell uf Ihe natural E^rder, the child criMU's thi^ family. Carter 
gives birth lu the father who clinically masterminds the 
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criiTiL^s iif which Cark^r's Liiiniiniinl pL'r>i)n.ility ts 

inciipiiblc. C Jrti^f jfsii file's birih to .in evil identie^l twin 
brolhvf, who iiclu^Jiv commits the crimes And he ftives 
birth to Mirgo, who proviJt^ the mothering he lacks * 

Split persi>n.ilities and meliimorphoses have king btvn 
tavEiurite topics ot horror. M.iny ot the tirst horror noii^ls 
life' hire of Dimuti OiJV, f>r. Mr. 

/fwtfc iind Drihiih, to name but a tow) an» cautionary tales 
which explore the consequences of rt*mt»ving I he barriers 
betwtvn lite and death, gtHid and evil, "us'^ and 'them''. Il 
is itn^Mrtant tti note that ihesc' stones w'ere ^iritten during 
pt'ritKis of enomlaios change, yratrkmsinv ivas written ^lur- 
ing the height of the Indiistiia] Ke^oUition and the political 
reciinstruciiim ot Western Europn*. Tht- Pfiiurt- of Deriara 
Oay, fir. (oLyit and Mr. f/iafc and Dniciaf/i were is'nllen dur- 
ing (he V'icttman em, which saw the ad^'ent of the e]iH,iric 
light bulb, the telephotier the aulomobile, and Darwnn's 
■'The tlrigin of Species" It makes sense that the horror 
film's two most prolific periods also witnessed radical and 
terrifying changes. While the monster mox ies of the late 
'20's and early JCTs followtHj on the ht^'ls ot World War 1 
and the skick market crash, the horror /sci-fi films of the 
'.Wft and 'fvtJ's expressed many social anxieties that came 
omt of Wt^rld War th including the Btimh, CiimmunLsm and 
space exploration 

All oi these dark celluloid manifestations express ouf 
ainflicting allitude toward change; w^e btith w'elcoine and 
resisl it, Classical psychoanalyiic thc^tiry de^icribes human 
developmtTtf as a series of iraumatic S4.'pa rations, beginning 
w'ilh our emergence froin the womb. W^hile (he cultural rile 
of pai^sage can bo seen as a mass scmial w'eaning, a rejection 
of the old in la vciur ^if the neiv^^ the fact ihai we continue to 
pass on the old myths and traditions demtinstraies our 
inability to ctimpletely lei go. 

The drastic changes and general mood of paranoia fckl- 
kiwing (he secisnd w'iirld w'ar necessitated the formation of 
a strong united fru^nt Hw choice of pnirent figum as hero in 
the horror films of the '.5d's and 'NTs was as natural it 
w^s traditional. The father and mother did not have to be 
''s^ild'" to the audience as tnistw^orlhy, dependable IcMders. 
As wellr the largest p.irtion of that audience w'ere leenagm, 
who, in the midst of their owm unsettling melamorpht^ses 
from chitdhiKid to adult hinni, might ha%e unconsciously 
nrtMod additional reassurances. The parent figures' efft'C' 
tiveness in Ci>mbatting The fmemy may have provided all 
the "children" in the audience with an unimpeachable argu- 
ment against separation from them, and on a larger scale, 
additional justificatii>n for their instinctive fear of change. 

But the old threats of the 'StTs and 'Nrs have lost their 
power. We have witnessed the call for nuclear disarma- 
ment, the fall of Communism in Europe, and the fear of 
communicafiim with other planets replaced with anticipa- 
tion. The traditional distincliims bt'twevn "us" and "them" 
which have always formed the crux of the horror genn^ arv' 
in danger of disappearing. In order lo identify "g<H>d/' we 
must bi^ able tEi idenEify "evil/ and in order to remain chil- 
drt^n, we still rixpairc^ I he pn*sence of our part^nts. Thus we 
have combiniL^t the pTX>texti^'e partmt and deslRKii%'e psy- 
irho into ime. 


When the magic mirri>r declares tfuit Snow' White is the 
"'fairest i>f them all/ it marLs her impending transition imm 
child to adull. Tiri.c is what rt^ally (riggers the Quevn's fury. 
the pkit to kill her stepdaughter is not only a delilHTate 
abet lea (ion of the protective parental rt^ie^ bul a]sv> shows 
her desperation lo maintain the stalus quo, to torestall, 
rather than accept the inevitability of change.^ By simply 
growing up Sniuv\, t-Vhiie bisr^imes (he author of her own 
clestruction. 

Our fear of change is reinh^rced by the gruesome depic- 
(ion of the melamorphosis. The iransformations of the 
Quet'n into the witchr Dr. Jekyll into Mr. Hyde, and Michai'l 
Landon intts a Ttvnage Werewolf, all appt\tr to bt' extremely 
agiuii/ing. iXir natural aversitm to pain, combined wHth the 
ghastly change in their appearance, help us achieve (he 
emotional distance necessary to self-defense, ttciw else 
could lonathan ttarker bring himself to plunge a stake 
through his fiancee's vampire heart? In recent htnror films 
however, the* cushion of di.stance is no longer there to brt*ak 
(he fall. It often has bevn suggc'sled that this disturbing new' 
phenomenon may bt‘a rv^flection of ihebn’kken htimes^ sexu- 
al abuse, drug addictiiin and gang warfare that in the big 
American cities are btsroming increasingly a part of '^nor- 
mar childhixxJ exislence. 

•Slom'theless^ interts^ting lo note^ and (x-rhaps al.so a sig- 
nificant factor, is that I he children of the '5(.>'s are now' the 
parenls, and the audience art' now' the filmmakers. The ado- 
lescent conflict regarding change is still present, as is the 
di“spi'rjtion Iei fill the void wilh new' distinctions. Like a 
starving creature, the child of the grvHwn into ilu" par- 
ent of the '40's, has begun to fexM upon him/herself. 

The i^riginiit principle and purpose of the parenl-child 
relatkinship — survival i>f the species — has btN:ome terri- 
bly twisted- The child n-n i>f recent hckrror films have come 
to see their parents as a dt'structiS'e rather than prcktective 
force, w'hile the pi rents have cime to see their childmn as 
the final push toward adulthcxxl and death. Like the Queen 
and Snmv White, th+^y each preeive the iiiher as (he great- 
est Ihreat lo their sunivak 

Small w'onder thal since ancient limes w'e have held 
lightly to I he himndarii^ and fought so hard lo main lain (he 
status quo. In iht'Si.* ixvent horror films w*e have nsilt/cd omt 
worst nightmares. We have been dragged kicking and 
screaming through the dreaded metamorphosis and have 
emergid on the other side as monsti^-rs. 

1 tX^Tdl mji lobutEirv jmJ iiriElativv ^pprikdch lowjrd tktchcLK'k's 

l-iL^iJian Myle is iinplirit in Carter'^ rL^Uliikn^hip to hi% "fdlber’’ and 
“irKHtuT ' CVirliTS Jevek^piiHTil liI an i irug.'iTid rv pnXtvtivt rmtthtT fig' 
uie lo defend himM-ll ni^diEn^E the nn^ginorv' tvranrtifjJ ti^thef tigUfe 
vEiti Id be inlerpn-t^sl 4s a i wi%tiid t tf . with him>tif i n th*- 

middk- (he ixiy^tuiilly de^titxlwe ihild. 

2 I o ph C amphell. FAr Ui'to With a l^rincL'Usn 

L nfcVt-rT=iJty Tri mi'lLkn. pg. 32 

V. SignirK jntli-, Sihkw Whitt* linds secunty with ihe Seven IX*jirvfs. wh.'i 
pwri.nvi .1 hor as an inrKKent chikt nquinn^ ihtir tv^rtsliiint pnsli\lMn Ln 
the ankiTUled [hsnt’v film, thev df-pitiisl f iifrf 

li ven I he pnn<e. lik^Siivmg kiv^ kxirK ts-^ bm.™- VVh iti,- into mun- 

^n.NH,-sl. d!^|^V*<■ >1 isilL'nut pTiriwlive altitude ki-wjTd hif 
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Keeping the BlaclPl 


GENDER AND THE CONSTRUCTION OF 
fllACK MASCULINITY ^N BOYZ THE 


HOOO 


b ^ R i n a I d o W a I f o S t 


Bbtik rrisilc studt'nts Ciimc to t<ilk with me, bringing 
their huddles^ bocduso they were in conflict over 
their different interpretations of the film, Thtw were 
deeply concerned w^ith the issue of whether nega- 
tive critique meant they were not supportive of 4 
brother (i.e.. Spike Lee) who is trying to make it 
and be in solidarity with blackness. Also they 
feared that disagreement among themselves might 
disrupt feelings of racial btmdingand stilidarilyH 
Again, as we educate one another to acquire critical 
conscKJusness, we have the chance to see how' 
important airing diverse perspectives can K' for 
any progressive pt^Litical struggle that is serious 
about transformation. 

<Mlh(H>ks,p 7, 19^1 


By the tenets of black macho, true masculinity 
admits little or no space for self- interrogation or 
multiple subjectivities around race. Black macho 
prescribes an inflexible ideal: Strong black men — 
"Afrtjcentric" black men — don't flinch, don't 
weaken, don't take blame or shit, take chargex stop- 
to when challenged, and defend themselves with- 
out pause for self doubt. 

Black macho counterpoises this w^arrior mid el of 
masculinity with the emasculated Other: the Other 
as punk, sissy, Negro faggot, a status w'ith w'hich 
any man^ not just ihi>se w^'ho in fact are gay, can be, 
and are, branded should one deviate from rigidly 
prescriKd cides cd hyper-masculine conduct. 
(Marlon Riggs, p. 237, IWl) 



IVri|^r>'d kri^rlor Jnhn Sliigl«4an 42nd from r.l dh^uii^^ m 
Kmr w|[(h Iof CwlW Un IhF drkvf'r'A jnd Cubj 
Ciooding |r. ir,J irt fl<3v2 ^V' UaaJ- 


Whallus Erect 


John Sing|^(on':s^ Bm/z 'N' tht UtXhl, is one of Ih^ HIms 

that supfJt^siwily reprewnis a "new” era in Black Imalel fi\m- 
making. Along wish ^pike Lee, Robert Town^^nd, Mario 
Van Peebles and others, Singleton Is among a group of 
young Black male filmmakers that is currently being pro- 
moted as the new heirs of Black {ilmmaking. ' These male 
directors of the "hottest” Black films to reach large main- 
si ream audiences have garnered much attention and recog- 
nition for their counterhegemon ic art- Asa consumer of 
pi^pular culture, I liHik forward lo seeing the films of these 
directors and to engage their insights on issue's of diaspora 
African culture, identity and represen tatmn. The release of 
flc?yz jV thf Hivd^ with its fcKUS on Black on Black violence 
and I he Black family was and remains an important addi- 
tion to this new emp of films. 

Critiquing the cultural pnxluctlon of thiw who are forg- 
ing a ananterhegemonic artistic episteme that seeks to place 
in the public sphere and market place a multi-dimensional 
portrayal of African-American family Jife Ls always a diffi- 
cult thing to do.^ As a Black male I engage Black films from 
rruire than a stand fx^int of "neutTaP viewer, f become emo- 
tionally caught up in the numerous aspects of the film, 
ranging from television advertisements of it, to news 
reports and mainstream critics" receptions /perceptions of 
the films. 'N' tfv Hiwi received much attention and this 
made viewing the film that much more exciting for me. My 
abactions to watching the film ranged from laughter and joy 
ti> >^dnesh and outrage and were fraught with contradictory 
fet-lings abi>ut the movie's message. What follows in this 
essay then are my reactions to Singlelon's construclions of 
Black masculinity in the film as well as a shc^rt discussion of 
the fx?rfrayal of Black women in the film. Singleton's focus 
on the Black male as the site of contestation wherein the bat- 
tle for the sur^'i val oi the Btaek family rests is located within 
a narrow piylitics that reprenJures patriarchal and heterosex- 
ist notions of Black family life. It is thena? categories that [ 
want to focus on as a w^ay of building a discussion around 
notions of Black masculinity in the movk\ W' Hfxni. 

Singleton sets out to demonstrate that Black males need 
to be responsible for their children as a means to ending 
excessive Black on Black violence, The movie highlights this 
ptiint from I he very beginning by opening with the follow- 
ing Statistics: one out of tw^enty-one Black males will be 
murdered and the maji^rity of I hat violence is Black on Black 
violence. While thi.^^ statistics are meant to shix'k one into 
the gravity of thesituatiem facing Black males (and they do), 
it is Doughboy's (Ice Cube) comments that the rival gang 

1. CiTifg TiisU^, liehny rpf fhf RultermUl- nn Amffka 

(Si-ew Yf^rk Simiifi. Schuster, In I he ‘'Cinema.tic 

SfcstertiLXhJ,'' T^te aluflg with the InlcrvieweeTi I he myth ot 

hl4H. k hlmiTh^kirs ds meaninjit only mjile Hack lilmmaken^. Tate 
mim kews 'n-vin black wtimen iilmmak^ iMichc-lle l^arkers^n, Jackie 
Shcwicr, Avtskj Chen/irA. llare^Kl kyl, Ellen ^mh?fr t>awTi And 
Zc-inahiJ Iritmc Havkl who hnivi' eilhcr madc^ Icdturt length films or 
were timJ ralsmii nrr fTidikinjt films at the tinv irf his inlwvk^ 
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issay. 
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t ulij C.iocwlinft I JrfV hi vh bums, jnd Jcr L'ubr irt ftjif : thr iiifUHi 

memix^r s?]d .it tivi^nty-NL^vt^n ih*u pLicus thi* stylistics 41 
thL‘ K-^inmriig l 1 ^ the moviu in ptTS|HVli\c. Sinji^lelun pn>- 
tis create y pitvt* i»t yrt lh.1t demonstrytt^s pytri- 

yrchdl ynd ht"tcn^‘\ist rules tur Hldck men in order l<»r ihc 
Hlyck (ymily h* Sx* "syvtHJ.'" 

1 1 '■sy%in) 4 "' the Bt.uk t.imiLy meyns tliyt BLii-k men must 
tyke un more pylrisiixbyl roles m their cum muni ties, ihen 
I he Bhick tyniily is detinitely headed tor ti^tal deslnictiuTi 
The myinstreym Holly woud tilm induslry hys not yet 
yrrixed yt y ^Hililicyl -md ideolu^ic.il pHisiti^^sn trom which 
the prixiuclion ut movies ihyt show ylternyte himily or j^. inn 
s«itiuns would be' ptissible, Htjw<.aer, ihose t.imiLy or^onis^i- 
tlons do evist ynd ytways hyve Sin^lt'liUi models his ptir- 
tr. 1 v. 1 l tm Ihediifniiiynl sterei^type the while, nuclear f.im- 
ilv nuxlel ynd even includi-s divorce ynd its negative ellix is 
un lyniilv memhers tu nuike his point much more siilient- 1 
am n^it suj^estiiij^ ihyt tht.ise torms o( tamilv di> nut eiost in 
Ht.ick communilies. While it is true that it is not sOlen in 
inaiiistre.im lilmmyking that the SBack male is ycairdid the 
op purt unity of bein^ responsible tur his children, tnither- 
hcKxl is nonethelisvs a pruhlem.it ic ptirtryyal in ?iin^i;]eton s 
mo\'ie. Kurioiis Stvies tl.arry kishburn}, the fylher i 1 ^ Ire 
Styti's (Cuba Cunxiinj^ )rJ, is [.xjrtryyed as the saving grace 
lor his son. The indi\ idu.iEistic apprisuh that is put turwyrd 
in the film as the mejns to dealing with the issues of t.imily 
hreykdoivn .ind violence in the Black ci immunity South 
L entry I I..A. is a liTnttt\l one. lobli^ssness, p^iverty and iuhv 
coitH^f^ ytix e pHiIieit^s and p«il ilk's an.- never yddrcsse\1 in the 
film as seriiuis and impt>rtant t^mlributors tu the hre.ik- 
Jmvn of the Black lamily m the hixui.^ 

There are twu issues thnit must be yddrt'sscsl beh^re I can 


cc^ntinue t^i discuss thi' construction uf Black mascuhnity in 
the mo\ ie. The issuc^i are the' absc^nce of an extenck'd lamily 
.ind the construction of Black women in the film. In 
Singleton's TiUrt ie tlH" extended family plays little or nu p.u1 
in the ^^ilution I he prxiblem he addresses. As 1 watch the 
film, I am struck thruughuut bv the glaring absence ok 
grand mol hers, grandfathers, aunts, uncles and cousins* Tht' 
extended family has txvn and continues to an impt^rtant 
part of Black family life in the diaspivr.i. VVhile it is irue that 
the txmditions that priKiut'e neighbi'urhtHxIs like the one in 
the film make it difficult fur the extended family to stay 
together, the extendtsJ family is nonet hek*>s an aspect iif 
Black family life that can not bi^ easily dismisses! or made 
nun -existent. The lack uf attention tu this .is an issue in the 
movie iTuiki's the film that much weaker. J-xtendeti families 
have alwavs plavvd important roles in Black families, 
bingleton only hints at this as is evident in the fact thai 
Rickv's I playi^J by Morris Chestnut 3 partner and child lin ed 
in his mother' s house and his mutlu-r was ihe sole supporter 
of the familv. However, (ulie [>ash's film, |>(ijj_;f/ihT.s tjf Mn* 
f>iisf (iwn, demonstrates the inipirtance uf the exiendi=d 
familv well. ITie attention that is paid lo the grandmother's 
wishes to ktvp the family together and ini act when s€vme 
family members decide to niiiv'e fnvm the C.ullah islands to 
Ihe mainland shows theextendtxi family a I pEav, Thus^' who 
stav Ivhind on the Cmllah islands kmnv that supjxirt lies 
within an exteiidisJ lamily. Singleton's iii»gii,rt and lack of 
attention lo the extend id family shows a slip m aJcsjualely 
attempting to interrogate Black family "imctures 

Black wunien in Singh^un's film, di-spite .1 fixus on the 
Black tamilv, ari‘ all pi '^rt rayed as inydcs.|uate in si>me ways. 
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I diy nnt till] into .1 detMk' .imiuiilI pc^iti^ (.► and nega- 

U^'v pi,^rtriiyHi]s smcc I lh.1l such A dt^batt* plan.'s 

iirtiMic print uct ton in a hinarv sp^ict- thiiE always pnHJyies 
what kiibt^ia MiTccr lias imHikI "I ho burdt^n i>l npns+’nta- 
thm." Mi^rcrr that black artistic priniiiciion dis- 

pl.nx'vl so littli- thill i-Mch lime it is pin or\. shuw we K*^in \o 
debate issiit's oi represenlatinn and issues ut fKisiti\e .ind 
nej^ative imaj^erv.-* VVliile Mercer's point is w^ell lake. I 
believe thal given some eirciimstanees those Liuestions 
liiri^iind represenlatsonl become importarit The role of 
w'omen in our eomniunittes can tiot bi^ simpiv re-written 
and displa%-iM as artislie evprt^ssltin presenting the artist's 
\ lei%'s when the depiclions are such thai ihev can erasi’ hiin- 
dreds ^it years of black wi^meii's efforts at ktvping the blaek 
f.imilv in lac l.*' ^singlelon's conslroction of ihe Black female 
draws on popular nijlioiis cin.'ulating aniong many diaspora 
BlsiCk mall’s I hat make Black w'omen a pirt cit the '-problem" 
and nol part of the "s<i]ulion/‘ As a Black man who was 
raistd and pn^tistid by eight Black females. I lake pirtieu- 
lar eon lent ion wHth Singlehm's portrayal of Black women 
w^hich is one that teniis to suggest and reinscriK- patriarchal 
ivays ot mlating to women. 

Tre's mol her gi\i> him up to his father becausi’ she can I 
teach him to lx* a man. The notion of manhiXHl is never 
inlerrog^skd in the film ami the A iewer is suppjstsf to know- 
in sti net iiely w'hat manhtxxi is. If we were* hi clisselv evam- 
me I he premise* iif ihe lilm and how ivomen are siluati-d in 
I he nxwie lee s4S- patriarchal blame surfacing. Black Wiimen 
art* blamisJ for not K’ing able hi lixik after and guide their 
mnsle children and thus by eittension an^ blamed for Ihe fam- 
ily bn.*iikdinvn. Tre's niothiT is pirtrayid as a wnman eiim- 
mitti.*d tCH her own p-rsonal netds She is compleling and 
com pieties a Mas|er-s degree in the miviie and thi- suggt*v 
tion that We are left i.\ith is that her pursuit of that degret* 
hinders the relationship that she could ha\e had w^ilh her 
son. Singlelon d rates on a priw ailing ptpular, cimlemptrarv' 
^liTi'otvp' of Bkick women to create the character of Tre's 
mother Black iMmien are appan nlK' I in the Lniteil Stati=^ 
of Amencai outnumtxTing Black men in acquiring pisksix’- 
ondary education. That has lead to debates that centre 
arounil the iiieas that suggest LBaek women arc* hi’ing alien- 
ated from Black men. Iheir communitv[ies| and that Black 
women are King play id oft ilgainst Black men bv a white 
supremacist structure and culliire. The l.itli*r piint is impir- 
tant and cannot K* easilv dLsmisMd as invalid. It must how^ 
ever K* inlerriigalid as to when- its pilitics are liX'.ited and 
dirixltd — in MX ill I fust ice or a Irelconslituted Black patri- 
ari ha] order. Singleton implicitly alludes to thtin^ debates in 
bis pirtraval of Ire's miither. The stark contrast of living 
arrangements K*lwis*n Ire's mother and his father is one 
m omen I where wx* nire meant t<i stx* the Black wximan's 
mobility at the evpense tif her Black male children Also 
Furious' comment to Tre's molh^-r iin whv she is alw'.iys 
buving her stm stuff is meant to hxate the [Back w»mt*n's 
re%pvns4“ as iine of merely a materialistic approach to the 
problem^ and pressures of raising i heir | male I children. 
Singleton's appm^ich lo Black m4>therh£Kd is not histoncaily 
or contempsrarilv'^ grounded and only serv^es to reprsduce 
SCSI ism as a means lo control Black women's choice and 


ambitkins by implicitly suggesting that they netd ki return 
to the home and take care of their children. 

Furthermore, most of the w'omen in the movie an* pir- 
traytd as King inadiT^uate and ineffective mothers tii iheir 
children. Dough Kiy's and Kicky's mother and the female 
crack add id art' two such depictions. This contrast bixivm 4 ‘s 
e\en more evident when ihe onlv titlier woman in Ihe 
m^ivie With a child. Ricky's partner^ is made p*ripheral to 
the mam I hemes bixause the father (Ricky) is there lo 
“help" h^jk aller his little Kiy There is nevi*ranv dtM’ussion 
on raising children that takers place Ktw^ctm Kickv ami his 
psrtner It st*ems that Singlelon is asking us to Klieve that 
the father's prt*M.’nce makes the task of child rearing much 
easier. While that may and should K true il dtx-s not ntxes- 
s^irily happ*n and oflen it is nol the case*. In fact, Kickv's 
death tome's after his pirlnvr must involve his meither in an 
a I tempt to ge*t him tei go to the store to purchase cornme*al 
se> lhal sIh‘ can finish axiking a meal. Singletim onci^ rneire 
places w'eimen in traditievnal rsdes lhat leax'e little spice feir 
mamieiivnng. Male pwver is such thaf it takes two w'omen 
to get Kicky to gei. 0111 ^ ei.f ihetn calling on motherhixd and 
the “re^poel ' il usually brings as well as inve>king the fact 
lhat if his partner did not ctxik he w'iuild not eat 

The Black w*omen in Singleie^n's meivie are nen alliHvxd 
many spices to radieatly challenge and resist se^isl racist 
I'Kppri'Sfsiein. Thert* art* moments in the narrative of the film 
when Ihe female characlers resist and challenge lofalising 
tiisctiurses that set*k lo displace* their prt*sence (.Tne such 
txcasion is early in ihe movie w hen Tre's mother ri’sisis the- 
teacher's racisl assumptions abtuit Black w*emien. Also 
DoughKiy's '^'pirtner ' (She is ne\ eT naniisd as such and Ihe 

A Se'f jew vile T jylar t utv|i>^ Hlae k in Anierie. 1 ; 
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w Hh h he' fcwkisi I hi' c] iicstion "new tell niv wha 1 the- l Ui k li m I siip|s>M.d 
tn dn^" Me' ^xldn'VMS the is*iue^ ol and iMUe^fuatv evii«ra!iem 
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rotiittnnship not a partnership, but the allusion ot a rela- 
lionship oi sons is therej challenges I he males at the barbe- 
cue r'wh)^ yim always calling us 'ht>es'? I ain'l no "hA>e'^) 
and in aniLHher scene she insists on the possibility that Ckni 
nnighl well be a She. The most impi>rlanl challenge hy a 
female con’K"s from Tre's mother, louring her nii,vting with 
Furious in a n^taurant. she lets him know that taking in and 
raising his son was rKi uncomnum feat and I hat women had 
done it many times befoa* This is an important moment in 
the film that is not explored enough and it even siH^ms to 
have the app^Mrance of being edittxl into the narrati^ e a tier 
some thought- This scene is disruptive of the flow' of the 
film hut lack of exploration of the issui,*s ralsi.xJ leaves it as 
just a flix^^ing monrtent in the movie that can be easily dis- 
missed. The scime's importance lies in the chance for the 
film to place black irKithi^hood in a historical anci conlem- 
porary perspective, in particular the tx-onomic and pi>htical 
ftile that Black w'omen have played in repnKJucing, caring, 
nurturing and maintaining families, as well as to repositkm 
Black masculinity away from the steretUype that suggests 
that Black fathers are never around. 

Wuri.F SnsK;[CTOx: es inti-nt on showing the Black maJe in a 
different light from the usual stereotype in mainstream 
films, his attempt undermines Black wxmien's historical and 
cnntemp<miry n;>le in keeping the Black family intact. The 
character played by InArry Bshbum is a welcome change for 
Black males (like myst^lfl w ho must often sit in cinemas and 
wonder about the character sketches that are drawn of 
them /us. This time, the character might be much more 
"realistic" but the skdch is a limited model for the o>nstmc- 
lion of counterhegemon ic Black masculinity/ Most of the 
moments of manhood in I he film are (orged around vio- 
lence and violent acis. Tht»se moments are as diverse as 
Tie's first encounter wnlh violence as his friend show> him 
the shcKit-oul scene frt>m the night bt'fore^ tt^ his father's 
admission of tuining the army and g^>ing lo Vietnam as 
indicative of his then falst' stmse of manh^H>d- ti shtvuld be 
stated that Furious rejtx'ts the army as a place for Black men 
bul dm*s not explicitly denounce the Vietnam war. The 
movie asks us to live with many contra J(Cti<.>ns around 
Black masculinily. While Tre's father attempts lo teach him 
that violence is not an appn^priale means to settle disputes, 
in the burglar scene, his father prtiduct'S and fires his gun at 
an intruder. This opens up the quest itms of 'when is vio- 
lence acceptable and useful; is il ever useful?' Thus w-e are 
faced with the dilemma <.>1 hi>w^ diyes one maintain a philos- 
ophy of non-violenct* in a violent and thn.-ati'ning silualion. 
Ricky will the vii>tent game of fttotbi^ll as his ticUi out 
of the htiod- 

Violence is one of I he dominant threads that construct 
masculinity m I he film. Masculine identities are forged at 
and aruund violeni epistnles. One of our first encounters 
w^ith Tre, after the shm^l-out scene, is his fight with his 
friend and classmate- It is this fight and the insinuation 
from his mother that there have Knm ixIhts that lead lo him 
going lo live with his father. It is ob\ ious that Tre ci>mes of 
age amidst violence and violent acts. The beating of 
Doughlxiy is one such act.** However, the shcnHing of Ricky 


is one of the impi,>rlant moments of male blinding in the 
film. Tre and FknjghNjy demi>nstriile their grief at I heir Itiss 
quite c^penly at the scene iif tlw shtHvting. The momeiUs that 
kdlow^ are impirianl ft^r interrogating notions ot Black mas- 
culinity. Tie's attempts at going after the killers and the 
argument with his lather are typical I he seeming Ciintra- 
dkli>ry nature of bingleltin's const ruclii>n of Black masctdin- 
ity. Furious' attempt li* am vi net' Tre I hat viidence dtx.*s ntit 
make him a man and that going after the assailants w'lll ntil 
Strive the pnTblcm 4>nly st'rvt's ti^ call to mind his (Furious I 
earlier enanmter with tht' burglar. Singleton ironiCniHv and 
ctimplexly demonstrates the problem of irying to maintain a 
ntm- violeni phikwophv in a \ iolent envin^i^menl. From I he 
iiutsel the movie idterisj timited appnsichi^ lo dealing with 
violence and Constructed violence as an element ol mas- 
culinity* thus a binansm (bt'lwxvn x ioltml and non-^ iolentl 
devek^ps ihal mus! be playxxi out by Tre in his attempt to 
avenge Kicky's death. Tre's evenlual decision not to take 
part in the re\enge killing is an impsirlant ime but it UH>k 
lime for him lo reach that decision bexause other alterna- 
tives^ that did nol privilege v iolence w-ere not a part of his 
evcryxlay life- 

Teaching Trc' to be a man is one of the main threads ihat 
hold the movie together The kind o( man that Tre will 
eventually bect>me is dependent upiui what his father 
kntiws. I can not rt'sisi asking w'ho taught lkirii>us about 
manliness and fatherhood? I iifioiis puts Tre thrinigh a 
numK^r i>l routines as a child that are supjxwcd to create a 
senst^of individuality in him/ Leadershi|^ Is i>ne of the mam 
tenets tif Furious' training k>r Tre. t>ne of the ipn-stions that 
surfaces as a result this notion of leadership is who wilt 
he tire) lead? Will it bt' patriarclial leadership oi women 
(Brankli. playisJ by Nia IVppIc^s), i»r will Tn- bo rexast in the 
mie his father**’ takis. liii in his C Furious) sjxxx'h un gentrifi- 
cation as a political community acti\ ist or will it bt^ the nde 
I hat Tre takes im after Ricky is murdered and he tells 
rX>ughb(»y mtx^t him m a few minutes as he loads his 
father's gim^ Leadership lor w'hat, who and why is never 
really expk^n?d nt^r is il developed as a counterhe^gemonic 
acti^>n t>f significant imtTo-rtance \o he Black commiinityliesi 
that transcends gender risk's and practici^ 

Gender rtiles as taught and learnt fr\>m tkiri^^us and as 
repres>imtalive of Black masculinity are limil^xl tor Tre Afler 
the bsirbcx’ue held hir ll^iughKiyS rX'teasi* from prist m, Tre 
brings home st^me fix id tor his father and in tire Ciiursi^ of 
conversation betivevn lather and si^n, Konoiis comnu^nts 
thal tXmghlHiy's mother Ci>uld have had a ''chance" with 
him if she did not -talk much. ' I hat comment st^ts up a 
scene ol helerosexistr male Kmding. The Ku'kding has a prc' 
curstsr in the film. In tiH' sti'ne on the Ksich with Tre nls a 
pri‘~ta'n, his father qiiestiims him im his knowOtxige of sex. 
Tre gives an understandingly simpltsltc, childish answer 
and his father comnumts thal “any kml can have a ^hikL but 
il takts a rtMl man lo raise' his Ichildrenl." and sexuality 
are detined in the film as hetertwi'xua! and other ways of 
sexually and sL^nsually knowing Ihe world an- abs4ml and 
are never expktrtd- The barbecue find an^l hair k’litting 
scenes a ix' example's ^>1 thcc»msiruction of Black mastiilinity 
as inherently heterosexual. Tfe's manutaclure of a story 
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ctt'stribini; h\\ s^^xndl cncuunliT wilh <i v^Junj^ wnm.ir ik ilphi^ 
i>t Sirtjtjlt'h^n's limited pirtMy*il ol Hlack manh^MuJ- 
IX*>pilf thcdpixwr.inLeot lIH bittern pt t<,^uTidti Tre's lie in the 
h^lliHvin^ s^ene llirnu>^h hih cnnle>^inn tn Kk kv thnil he lied 
tpj his tiirher u>r ihe lirst time, it dnt^ not \v»rk in the lilm. 
The emphd^Lh is pl^uetl en the lie to the lather and v\ot en 
the heUTiPM-'tist/m^isculinisi re*iseins why the lie was creiit- 
i.\i. Nunetheless, there is a nienunt in thdt scene uhere the 
vutfierLibilily tit nicis4ii[inity 4ind its .itlendiint ''ptessunes'' 
jre 1.1 id h.ire in Trim's .ickninvIeLij^emenl Ehat leslr h^is pre^ 
iientLsi hiin Irem en^i.ij^inj; in st^xuiil inti reeurse As w'ell 
this is eile et the mtiirients wlu'fe hlcltk women n-ire resislsint 
In irtiile piiiiiT Ke^itise Tre infnrms us th.st {ItEindi iilso 
unu L]ltn>; to en^a^e in intenoursi^ ri.'^^irdless oi the situa- 
Sion. In armther scene that tolliiis's, Singleton gi^'es us this 
Enti>rniation direct^' trom Hr*sndi and it comi^ .K’mss ns 
pnwertui testimony ol HLick w'Ofnen's .igeiuv. Htnvever 
tin^se subversive and disruptive moments in both I he narfii- 
tive and the film do nol last tor Iting. 

It IS shorlly after that bratidi and Tre engage in st^xual 
inlerioiiiNe While it ap^Ttars th^it Brandi is clear aknit her 
division to have se'vual interaiurse with Tre. ihe content of 
that intercourse^ remains troubling in me. The actions of Tre 
.ind Brandi Ointle at the end ot two s^'enes that supposedly 
fHirtray examples of the dangers that Black manhEKd and 
m.isculinit\ are tac^d vvith. The firsi scene is the shooting 
that lakes place in I'rensha^v .ind lln- s^-cond is the police 
harassnienl ot Tre and Kicky as they tlw Crcmshaw. In the 
latter scene. Tre is visibly shaken and ivhen he airivt^s al 
Brandi's home, his tear and Imstration fmaJIv expiiide and 
he struggle's to n.^am his "ma nils Hid" that was taken aw^ay 
trom hitn by a no! her Black man ft he p.ilice. > The scene in 
Brandi s bouM" is one that li,^s moments tor Black mascniiini- 
ty to K- fioiirayid as oppssitional to the usual p>pii tar cine- 
matic conventions ot men falling into the nSrms of w'omen 
to.-- fi^r "sLippirt" in their ciiit'st hi n.'gain *'mascuhniiv" after 
thiumatic event. Mim'i‘Ver Singleton reprinJitces the 
lorinola and Tre and Brandi engage in seviial intercourse as 
a means tor In- to regain and assert his ma sc iili nit v. This 
scene is exacerbated by Trc' s suggt«v(ion to Brandi th.iE mar- 
riage in college mighE not he a bad Ihing. Thus the palriar- 
k hal. helerost^xisE tCHrmula for Black family life is constituted 
nghl K'fore our ryvs. C^her forms of Black families remain 
absetiE Erom the lilm. At Ehe end of the film we are told ihslt 
Brandi is a I Ihe college across the uay from Tre's schtKil 
rc'mEiircing this image of the heterosexual union as the only 
avenue tor expri-ssing Black masculinity and main lain ing 
the Black ramilv 

Patriarchal and lieler^vsextst ways of seeing the world 
abound in the tilm. Thert' are moments wlwn the undoing 
of these .Heems evident but then the following scene Eir 
scenes lurther aiiead un^vrite Ehsisc' moments of possibility. 
Tre^ 'v supporl of IXiugliboy as evidence ihal he still has a 
brother a Her the rt-veiige shinning is one example of this. In 
this scene. Black male bonding lakes place at a level lhat 
wa'^ not yvi veen in the movie. lX**spite the arrival of this 
iHmkHng through viotent fictions, ihe Intimacy and urgency 
is such tliat it transcends Ihe circumstances that produc€?d it. 
The image oE Black males hugging, bonding and speaking 


about their feelings is one that remains piswerful for Ihe 
message IhaE iE ho]ds/M.mds. It is partly po^werful because of 
its scarcity in popular film. For a moment no one is “punk 
or faggot" and the need to bt‘ a "real man" is firmly set 
aside. The physical and verbal abuse is replaced with an 
tiut-pouring of love and caring that is evidi’ifii on both Tre's 
and Doughbtvy's part But then we are kild that tvvo weeks 
Liter tXiughboy is murdered. Is Singleton suggesting that 
love between Btack males can nEit be sustained? While I see 
the motive behind Doughboy's death as maintaining the 
narrative of the film (Black male chances of violent death), 
his death at that time alsii raise's quest iims around love and 
unity among Black males ThiSx as well, is one of those' time$ 
(mentioned earlier) that moments of possibility in the film 
are unwritten or subverted. Thus their possibilitv to act as 
“real critique" of |Hppylar notkins of Black masculinity are 
scimcw'hai undermined by the narrative of the film. 

Throughout the film, moments isf BLick male tenderness 
are framed within contradictory circumsiances. While it is 
clear that Singk^on is trying in some instances to demon- 
strate the enormity of pet'r pressurL' Eo conEorm to “hyper- 
masculine conduct/'** even in hb "alternative" similar 
images and connections are not clearly interrsigaied. Karly 

7. MulEi iW Uta- ri-xi-nt ■'pn^ress.ivi'" Eiliffalun- But w-n?, 

ill rruM-uEmay dl.H's mH Tate" il" an impimant coruiniiu-n| iti 

>4Xijl tiHWEmLiiEins tif ini^cu] i nily TeiW like ibe vdilvii tolleitiEin by 
MiL'haeJ kaaflTsin, Atri'j l1iIi P/rtivtiFE', Piiuvf 

amJ C^urtjif. [TtnsKntti- OvEmnl UnLi^isily Vtv-*s 

race achJ it i.i|HTates in iW coristruetiEie of white iruFieulmltv Js 
ptiwt-r and privilege. Other hke David lHckM>n'!t U n ma-iiLj 

A Crifji'iil Auhthn^riif*lt\i i|lASlKliNi Lnwm I lynuin. I'M]) do 
mH E'Vi'ii ifcHntHKn rao^as a part I'ti ihhr* hirtnatHin oi iiJentity. and Brwn 
TrongrrT Tftr Arfita ipf Atjrsi-uEjFNfy HiijiN3>cTjidEjry. iiirJ ihf 

iif Vl ^Tnnmlu, The Uni vilify mE Toripnle hrb»S'i, tPHie 
A^ 2 '\n flti'iingly rm-ntieiv. "race.” HiiwruT Ehe ciTllecEiori oE wfiEiri|£> 
eiiitetl Iw Ewn tlemphilE. la ffrueW' Nru' Wrpfjrt^^^ hv Cttv 

iWrn UkYs^tun; A I y-w.in l^bli^al M 1W2J, tvfItT? a mullipIk'lEy ^-pE ways sH 

h^«lt^,l^p^ al Blai'k iruscLilinil y tnum ,1 j^iv fx'rvpxxlo'v wiEh ncinv fsunt** 
iiE entrance Eer helenth^hvai 8las.k men ihink and relhihk Ihvif 
liiitwpnvipf ma-ieulLnily. 

H This a ^l^nilk-jnl frkpmeni 1 fi Ehe film ixxaust^ lE is aft^T this Ehdt 
Diej^hbey Ii> iail hur the first lime and when we ne^t mh" him Jh‘ is 
I hi.- "new" neiji* hlxici rthhuJ tiPti^h guv- 

V Audre l.erde'si^ "Manchild: A Black Lesbian KeminiM's 

Ki'sptsnse," in Siftfr (I’rt'edom; the tTiwsing I'fess, I^MI, 

d linens E rales Ehat kn*,ti vidua hEy and teader?»hip an.* mil nesi-ssanly lf«j 
imprvtant oLJloime nf faism^ voiiir irhild bm ralher ths' kinds o( deci- 
sitms the child learnis |i> make. Shr wnles IhaE aflif dl!M.l^w^nK Ehe i^ssay 
“Manchkid' wilh Kef snrt kmalhan she asked him wKU wenr the tHne- 
flEs and Ihe iwgalive^ i.i| her parenling, and in respond* ta She nc^^alive., 
ht* replkd Eha| he g\iE fldieule "frLun Mime kids wlEh Mraip^hl parenls." 
WhA*n asked if fftpin his peers he repLhxJ^ Tih fkp ■ mv fni'n- kni^w bet- 
Eer. I mean nEher kids" (p. tHIB What l.orde ptiinEs out through 
|L)nathan\ Is EhaE eIh^ i:hild learned Kp make thnHX's that did ni'rl 

priduo.' friendships ihaE aiuld ntH hv'e wtEh dilfetvncv and wiw fm* sif 
Fift*gaEivi- i-HiT prvs^vuR^ 

tn Sfv Carnemn Biiiley's artkle m NVph' Ijuly tl- 17 , 

"Fishhurn s intense energy chjng«-% urban black Iragedvr" m which 
fkiiley !iUggi-H|s Ihal iHshbum Ihuriinisi pUys I hi' “race nun" in Rjyz 
a r-id ?ipi ka- Ul' s Si'XxpJ Dazr. 

It. Sti- Vtarkm Kkggs, “Black revisiEad: keETa>clLonh id a SNAP* 

Liueen“ In ftrirlfrcr Eip Hrelhcr. Wntirij^y bw iitm k Cay Mt-n. Fssei 

Ha’-mphlll ELd y. fk^lnn, Alyson Publications. IWl. The seomd quela- 
Eiiin EhaE opens ihis t»ssay is frism Ihi' abnve e^say by kiggs. 
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in ihc him tht- vcmn^ Kk’ky has his kxitbatl takun in^ni him 
by some Ll^ tht* "bov/ in ihe ht’md " his bfnlht^r 
Ekiu^htHTV biPalfn for alti-'tnptin^ io rt.'^ain tht^ bill I and 
Ricky dnii his irionds piw up on reci-i^'tTing Ihi? halL one of 
thi' lough guysj^ in ^ mi>iiit‘nt of kindnt'ss. l^> rtium 

tl. Htiwever hi* can not fusi n^tum tht* Kill which hi* I hen 
held bul he must pas^ it m another guy whom he can then 
bully and force into returning the ball- In that ivay> his 
tough masculine character remains intact. Il is lhi.tse depic- 
tions of Black manh4.hKl and masculinity that I find ptTpLev- 
ing to the extent that they do not clearly pn^lemaliM* mas- 
culine ct>nslrucls but shift our < viewers} focus lo receiving 
the ball back and other moments tike giving off lo ihe store 
despite hal ing no money- As welt, in the two scenes where 
Treand his father are emotionally close, I hey are all encap- 
sulated within other frameworks fhat make emotional 
closeness particularly "masculine-" In ihe scene where 
Furious details the rules of the house to Trc% they Kith are 
"pumping iron" as indicators of their “true manhisod" to 
counter the fact that they are discussing matters of a 
domestic nature ("Naturally" that is no! man's workh 
Secondly, m the hair cut ling scene, the imtmsitale insertion 
of jiikes and laughter intii I heir discussion breaks up the 
opporlunity for serious^ solemn bonding to take place 
between father and son on a level lhafc shows an intimaix 
that is not sterLHitypically mate, i e., emotionally distant. 
Those moments in ihe mtwie speak lo the inability oi ihe 
film to act as a vehicle for Black males to think aKiut and 
rethink \i\K-d and dominant refiresimtalitins of Black mas- 
culinity and mast ulinity in general. At the same lime, thtm* 
moments remain impi^rtnint for their unorthtKhix p.irtrayals 
(Furious and Tre) of Black men in popular contemp<.irary 
film. C>n the other hand, the hair cutting scene is an excel- 
lent translation of Black signifying onto film that Singleton 
structures into he m^ivie giving it a distinctly Black ai'sihel- 
ic^ignd and atmosphere 

StNCiEFTCTN's HIM IS STti.t. an impiirtant one dt*spile ils limit- 
ed approach to black masculinity. Black lamih' organisa- 
tion and Black on Black violence. In the essay 
"Reconstructing Black Masculinity/'®^ ht>oks argues for a 
Black masculinilv that has much more fluidity to it. She 
suggests and Iheori/es either possible ways thal Black 
males mighi have and continue to resist while s^upremacist 
patriarchy. Drawing on memories from her child hiH>d 
Black communily, htniks suggests I ha I men who refused to 
be a part of the stalUf^ quo and "who shunned rc*ady made 
patriarchy and ins'ented thems*'lves" fp. HBl are ignored in 
a focus on the emasculated Black man. While I think thal 
part of the inlenl of Singlettm's film %vas to undo the notion 
of Ihe emasculated Black man, it was not accomplishid in 
the movie. 

fiowever, the film diws succeed in a number of other 
areas thal are imporiani to ctmlernporary depictions of 
young Black men in pariiciilar. At a lime in Wi^iern soci- 
eties when young Black mak*s are pathologised^^ as crimi- 
nal and dangerous, Tre makes the decif^ion to go off to col- 
lege, lo resist the endemic violence in his community and to 
be committed to one Wi>man ( Brand il. While I host* might 


seem like "smair things that can /should be taken for grant- 
ed, thev represent at tempts to Black youlh®^ to lake active 
responsibility for \hvir lives ai a time of increasing poLitical- 
ly conservative and even fascist oppression that singles 
them out as public enemy number one. ^linglelim's alterna- 
tives might not be available to all youlh, given class, gender 
and sexual orientation, but the portrayal of pcisilive altema' 
livi^ is a step that fircumvenli^i an iiutcome of criminality 
and pi.Tpt*tual joblessness as the (uture thal lies ahead tor 
Black ytnuh.it* 

Flirt her nio re, Ssingleion's indictment ^^f racism and its 
everyday ocainreiKes w^orks well. I"he seemingly ^HTipheral 
nature of white pet^ple to the film demonstrates hoW' white 
suprt*macv w*Eirk.s to organise and make invisible its ptmvr. 
The silence of the while pidiceman m the harassment scene 
of Tre and Kickv speaks volumi's. His silence is charaderis- 
tic of how w^hile supremacy maintains and organises Ihe 
relations of Black petvple one to antrther. The Black ptil ice- 
mar's sell hatred and internalised racism is evidence of 
w'hile p<mer gone "right" and a masculinity thal is only 
functional in a mtxle of dominate, control and \ iolate. Tht^si^ 
modt^ art* inevitable outcomes of oppri’ssive organisational 
systems. Thsase opprt*ssi\ e systems must he challenged and 
Singleton's film offers such a challenge. It is a piiriial chal- 
lenge lo tme dimensional stert*titypical rok*s t^f Black males 
on film; it is a challenge to white supremaev by laying bare 
its implicattEins in the mayhem of the hixid; and it l.s a chal- 
lenge to Black mali^ to play a more meamngftil rn>le in tlw^ir 
communityliesl that f believe should be w’ay beyond simply 
rearing children to encompassing and assessing our roles as 
patnarchs and attempting to undo those to\es in our com- 
munityfiesl. 

I uvidii Uki' In Oinnk llntuit'i W'n^ht for ihe 

(jHc nf ihh t*ssjtv, A> uyU. f mejjW fjlf fe f farUi'f, Snttdri^ 
Auwuy atiJ kjj-.sfjj Rukszto fnr cofrinn'tlJlwg on an carficr draft o/ 
thh essay, i uouki tike hp say t^taf th' ftaws^ errnrs anif 

ii'oijtjrr'sscs aU ntttte 

1.1. This IS m tH*H fiEw'^ks, flJtfcJfc IjwJt'r:' an!iJ Ptf Oaif 

tPintLim. ikmih FtuI IVi-vn, tvsP2) 

t4 tmpj Lawrt’iKtf, "In itw Hibumlantfv ot wdler she k»tiJ Uiin-ty 
and hldL'k pdlh4>3t.>^y <TV f pTj^irPC SOhLs ftui /CjncaiFiiJ Rtn isni 
rrg rrJS ftnJjjm. l.4:in4Jiifi. 1 1 u Ec hiriji'Min UnEversity E.ihrary and ttw C i.Titn' 
Ik'^r Cenlemrsif a r>' CuHural Sludies, in whith l. 4 ii F^ni;v ditruin.- 

slraltHii Ktfcw thv and rti^dav racial Black 

by allnbutinf^ iTtminalfEV. idutralien ami mhIiiI 

IfuHr mam detminji; charMUti^lniTt wilh llElk' >>TcvundinK et tlwM: dwrac- 
ItTl’ilU'S a^ ivu EL'omtFS i^l fmlitv TTSikinib; ami fJ* i!sl prattiia^i 
1 5. TtHTV IS A in the public that lii tT|iJatk.' biaLk 

ycpulh wilh Black male, I un^e ihe tvrm|»'| Hlai k ytiuEh ti'i 

n^fyr Id bmh and Ii-tmIi-k. Il is I my ihiil ihc" pntblt-m^ whkH 

BUck inak^ and difti-nmt at i-ertain rundun-^. 

lb*' (wivgnifup*^ livi* ihc-ir IniX-^ irtknr k wiihin a white supivmaciHt. 
pwitnarchal. capitalisE system I Kill apcTati-^ efi A ba^i> of hh.«Tarchw.«i. 

16. 1 wani tEi fnakc- c3i^ r thal the apporlu n i ties kfc Ci(vyfevi*nl crimi ruilily, 
lithk^ncsis arml iHbrr MiKial ims^ualilLtfs he wilK thi- ^bilc- ap|Vkratun Ea 
pravide, enacE and practice pulick's and pr^igram'^ that addfv'iv the 
TTiargmali^lii'n nf Wack yinjth phlifit-^ must alk>w f-i»r aj^incy 

Ibe pan id yituth lo maki- ^rRnifKAniE dtxH^iLm-^ atsHJt tbyir 1ivt*s. I am in 
no w.iv lo displace Faci^m and oni'afsatii-v {xililkal pidirks 

and a^mda^ ^Imclunng thif (.nilconw ik nurtH-nn^ Black vxitiEh-s' liviw. 
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g Whi*n iiponiM in J.ipdn tht^ yn^ku/a ai:knuvvlcd^i>d its 

- audacity by J’Wyin^; .1 very s.pt\ial tribute to fu^ci Itami: they 

waited bir him laitside his home and slpshixl his lace. I Je 
^ shnutd bt'Ar the scar as ^ badj;e of humuir: no Ami.^can 
^ d i rt^’tur has 54> tar dar i\1 to ma ke a com pa ra ble i\ Im abi>u i 
I the Mafia. Tht^ Cihif&lher films, fur example, distinguishitl as 
^ they an.% say, Ves^ the Mafia do terrible thinj^s, but that's 
t- forcixJ on them because they're trapjxxi in a system, and 
4 k»t>k Ixiw they suffer! — we have to luve them really. 

*“ CkH'Hikfla^, predieliibly, is much toui^her, but its final effect is 
not entirely dissimilar Kicause it offers us no perspi-c’liee 
from oul?iUi' the world it rt^presenih, Itami prt'sents the 
yak y/a as thoroughly slupid. brutish and ridicukuis, and 
ends his film with what anu Hints to a dinvi appeal to the 
lapanesc- public to put a stt>p to their acclivities. (Mv concern 
iHTe — like, one assumes, thal [if Itami's assailants — is not 
with what might constitute a 'tnie' or 'fair' portrayal, bui 
wnth political efficacy^ 

llami is a brilliant and courageous filmmaker, and 
is exciling, exhilarating, at time^ touching, and vm- funny 
In the Japanese Con levt it must ht'ciiiite inspirational, and 
the AmeriCc^n public if they can make the imaginative leap 
Inot a very greal imel substituting 'Mafia' for 'yaku/a,' 
might well find it inspiratitmal also. It will sun^ty receive 


\'orth American dislnbutioiv so this is not the lime to 
attempi a detailed account of it. The film is sti stnmgr as far 
as it gties, that one is tempted to merely salute it and pass 
on. On the other hand, it elm|Uent]y confirms one's of 
Itami'^ Ld^silogical limitations, and m the context of 
Cim-Ai Uott it is on ihem th.it the emphasis musi be placed, 
alKnt reluctantly. 

When I first saw Thi- ftmert^t I misttiok Itami for an 
authentically radical filmmaker — mil in niny direct 
ptriitical/|xilemical stmse, but in thesenst- that the But^uel of 
V'prjdwF-lrf was radicHil, rt^f using to pmduce any solution to 
the film's pn^blematic from w ithin the existing sticial 
syslem. 7x1 {which still seems to bt^ quite 
understandably^ mirst petipEe's favxnjrite llami rniwie — its 
Comic inventiveness and play with narrativ e expectations 
art‘ uTesistible>a]so evt^kes Buhuel, bul the Bunuel tif 
DiscmV C^wrPFi ef the fitJi/ryixusfc rather than the Burt y el of 
t/jridifuw. And, even Tajupt^fit is di\idisJly k^s 
disturbing; it lacks any equivalent ftFr Dr^irrvt CipjrrFFp's 
'black holes,' the dark spaces of the CXxJipal nightni.in-s in 
w hich the social surface is repeatedly swallowed up. It 
might he mom apt to descnbe Itami as a scTri of In terost^xual 
fapant^se Alminiovar — mcnx- disciplined, but increasingly 
nuire pmd actable. 

I ta mi's wife, the unfailingly delightful Mobukn 
Miyamoto, w'ho apjxxirs in all his films, becomt*s 
inertia singly dtiminant as his career pmgn^'sses: the two 
Ttf Vhrs: tV[?FMan films and .MiFibi> are virtually star vehick^ for 
her In TtFw;xJjX? (often rx^ferretl to as the first 'nixdles' 
WesXeml she is the helpless and K'leaguertd female w hose 
life is transfornud by the enigmatic, charisnititic stranger 
w ht> nde^ in(o tow n, teacht's her how ki make the ptTfet ( 
niMidk's, and rides oui again (in his truck): the n4e is Uxt 
clear tor anyone to take the film as rt'inforcing (as opp^tsed 
to partdying) cinematic male/femalestertsiiyfx*s. A Taring 
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tViPFFiiiJi .ind A Taxmi,^ V%'iFFFiji^j-'s Krhirjj art' miFfi- dirtHrttv diii-1 
L>\plKi(h l*‘iiiirii>l — within lirmK cirLumH rihixl Kmnds 
iht' u otiiiin' is j vvondt^rUil. inv i^tirdting 

ctidML tt-n/.ilKin: ink^lii^^^nt in^lL^iitlv stvin|; nirnij>ih 

t*\vrv hv|’K^nsv oC Xhv jxvwi.Tlut and iiflsi nipul^uis 
capitalsslh -.Iw Jaunllt*ss anJ hcrok . ihc v%\\id 

Eli anv man: in\ a t iTlain Icvtl an admirabk^ rok nnxii'] Vet 
hIu- ivivfks lor I he and whai >hee\p(.TM^ noi 

the |.M I na reha I -eapihd is i t“slablishmenl hiil its abuses ^nid 
eomiphons- I he lilms de TU^t. I think, elteiMeeh' t Eiiifrtmt 
I he obvsiHis ineoiij^mity ol I his. althiiuj^h I he sevE md me 

hieh. unlike nuFsl ivsiple, [ prefer) is much darker in u>ne 
and mi^ht read as e>pri.“^sin^; harni s j;rim in>; une^isines^ 
with hss pmi(ei l. taken as 'teTnliiisf ^talemenfs, I ^hni E ihnik 
ihe lilmscan K- arj^ut'd lar N^vend the u nrk et 
I kn^ ks. 

Mfiihkisisc^nlialty re^vats MivamnEo's 'tavin>i ^vonian 
character, clearly c*stablj shed as her ^xTs^nia, though 
here she faces e^eT\ more fEirmidahk adversaries and ends 
(aUhiiuy;k since aj^ain triumphant) ivilh a puntshment that 
strikm^lv antk tpkiles llami's in real life. F rom mv 
ladTnttti\1ly e^hmal and supt^rficial) understanding^ of their 
role 111 Japant«^- aillun\ I j;ather I hat I he relatisinship 
beliv^iMi the yaku/a and ihe Kstabiisbmenl is as complex 
and infricati-as the obvious American tiiuii alenl, i.e., there 
iscemplicitv and nuilual dept^ndenie — the 
that each ^imfs theotlu-r — as w ell as mulual di stria st and 
surface hostility. To mount a whiilehearfi’vl assault on llie 
yaku/a, tlHTefiire, that is enliirety uncritical ol t^tablished 
aulhorilv and ends simpiv b>' maffirmm^ it, must Iv read as 
eithi^r naive or disingenuous. I hopi^ 1 have sufficiently 
Mgrudled my pleasure in, and admiration kir, 3 la mi's films. 
.At the Slime lime it m*t\1s to In said ihat it notv stT^ms l ert^ 
unhkelv Ihat his work will ever meet my initial (pt'fha^is 
misguidevllexpeeta lions, hike ihat iif many potenlially 
subversive Lomic artists (Tali, for example), it rem^uns 


trappc^l: w alhin the Kuind'- lpI a dtirent pnij^n-ssive 
lihiTahsm, tvith all the imrestili id CiintradicEions thal 
implies. 

‘Vhnbii' is a current slonj; word lhal has ihi exact ts.|ui:valenl 
m h:nglish; il refers lo Ihe complex prEKi“^s ot exti>rtion 
practised b\ the vaku/a. The title MjFiki iSi'n Omni dilerally 
'Woman t^l Hvtortum KaL kels'l relates back to lEami V4'arlier 
film MdriiMi Ne 14 Tnnjy* IVnFPifUT. lilerallv 'Woman of 
lax Kiasiiin"). 


Okoge 

Ip y M I? If t If e if 4 

directixl In Takehiro Nakajima, epen> w ilh otie of 
the mtsl delightful crtsiit sequencts in the cinema. A 
respev table bourgeois menthtT, on vacate pii al a scMsnle 
ri'stirt, leads her child mn down hi a fairly crEnvdid biMch 
1 hey S 4 ‘ 3 ect a space, spread out their toivels, ofsm tlie picnic 
— %v hereupon, looking around, she siiddenh 
rea!i/ts thu they are enlirt'ly sumnmdL%l by nakcxi or sc- mb 
naked gav men U'having ivilh l aryiiig degrees i-fE what 
rts|vs table bourgeois p^siple regard as impropriety; luii 
wishing lEi go into inconvenient explan^itupiis. she pretends 
not to nsiliee. khe film is a real audience- pleaser — and not 
just for gays: al leasi, theobviimsly mlxt'd audience at ihe 
kslival sertvning loi'^d il, applauding wholehearkxllv al 
the finale w here Ihe nasty heterosexuals get sipundh iH ah n 
bv a whole gaggle of drag qui'nis. I think liln’raL 
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heten^‘\u*il Usf ihv kind %% hi>atttnd film 

fuiitiv.iis>arv obM>luk'ly rtMdy Un films thji ttOI Ehvm how 
nice j;rty people la re (they cnn even accepE quite eTo4ic scenes 
loeernakinRl. and how unple,^simt it is w hen nasfv 
strai>;ht pi't^ple mihtri'jE oreypk^t them. What they don't 
p.irttcularly want in knotv is that people have pnibterris 
ftist as seritnis as I heir own — it makes it dilficiilt Xo enpy 
them as quaint spcsrtacle. 

S'ot that the charariers in don't have sennus 
pnihlems. hut they an' r\o\ of the kind that canm^t he 
aect^mmodatttl by the liberal mentalitv w ithtiut undue pain 
or j^uih; the problems arisinj^, for eJ^aitiplen from the fact 
that I he elder i>f ihe film's male lovers canm>l (until the 
detihiius climaJi:) reveal his homosesiualiiy to his husin^^ss 
assiniates wiEhoiut forfeiting his pn.'Ntigieus ptisiti^in in the 
firm. A scJi iiii' issue, rather lhan a psychulof^ical or existential 
ime, and liberals can ahvays encompass S4x:ial issues, 
pnwidi-d thi.'v dcpn-E appear to demand more than ctismi.'tie 
alterations to the culture. 

ttS a very nice rntn ie, although aK^ut half an hour hH> 
]t>n^: the lengthy middle sc'Ction, %vhere the problems raise 
their ugly heads, everything giies vvrt>ng, and thx' niExie 
shifts from n>medy tomeltxJrama. mnsJed lar tighter 
structuring. Xo doubt, given theappamil backwaniness of 
|apan on gay issues, the film seems far more audacious 
llHTe than here^ but in Western content il's quite 
audacious emnigh (if one thinks in terms of rt^aching 
audiences beyond the gay community!: it goes far be^ tmd 
any Holly wotKl movie that explicitly treats gay themes and 
relationships. I laughesJ and cried my %vdy thn^ugh ii, with a 
lol <^f pleilsure. 


'Okoge' means^ rt^ughly^ 'fag hag.' The litle is dearly 
inmic, as the film's 'okoge' has nett hi ng in common with the 
popular image that brutal term conpures up: she is the 
teenage daughter oi Ihe wvman at the biMch, who instantly 
falls in Kwe with gay men (and sptsrifically one gay c^'puple, 
slumn in the still! as representative^ of liberation anti 
nonconformity. As a presence^ she is irresistibly seductive in 
her bright ■eyt‘d idealism; sheisalsti the fitm'.s ma|tir 
problem I low W'oriderful for a gay couple ionv in the closest, 
and married! ti> mtsL^t an adonng and complicit kvnage 
w\)man with an a|.'suiment of herowmt But the relationship 
anHpng the thret^ is very charming, very tffsurrpijwy: tme 
suppt>ses that she gets .Siwrt’ffijwn; out of if. TIh' price of this, 
on the i^her hand, is lhai the film suppr^ssers any indication 
W'ha lever of the yxvung w^oman's sexual identity, bhe was 
abused as a chtld,^ so is turned off heterosexual men; on the 
other hand, there is no suggestion that she is a k^sbian. 
Neither is she showm as having anv prn>blemsof herow n, or 
distress, or any semseof an absence: Ihe imly sexual 
satisfaction the film allows her is purely vicarious, that of 
facilitating the amortius enciTuntersof the |wo men. She 
sIwpSreventuallyH w ith a man, and bears his child — but 
only because the younger of her two adopted gays, after the 
breakup of the initial relationship, falls in love with him, 
and (although he frev|uents gay bars,! he claims lip bv 
heteriwexual, so I hat the male relationship Cnln never be 
con!;ummated (hi^ is the' film's ultimate shit, of its range of 
heterosexual a>mpi.'tilors for thal honour!. She skvps with 
him, wi I hi lu | pleasure a od ni^t a t a II i n compet it ion . btx:a usc^ 
she identifies sti completely w ith the m+m is in k>ve 
with him and can't have him. 


CMiPj^r, ihr opening 
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Si hi I l<3r nridfilM li^i^ A drj wini^ tty Tam nf KinUnd. 


Vtucli ill the him is quite luvely: I he yi>unp; witnvin's 
sensi’ vi tret^lejii In g.iy eempLiny; the endings with the 
\'euiiger giiv m,in ^Ktvpting htT tind her child (by the lisver 
in- could never hd^ e), the thm- going ntf to build a litu 
tiigether: the iJedl new tiimily with (line speculates) the first 
nttn-t'k\iipti) child, whose parents will ikpI uppn^ss it, irbuse 
It itr hvree it inlo the Xh.siipLi] trajectiLiry^' of “correct' 
wn.'Uili/aikin. Ikit Ihen^ jxnialiies. 

First, some may object to the tntiil absence from the film 
of decent betiTcpsiSu.il males. This — but perhaps. I am 
prefudictsJ -- dtH*sn'l Kither me (any more than it does in, 
tor vx^xmph Cchth' mui ffcNiiJj»yJ It is certainly trues 

as the saving th*it wme of my best friends are 
heteRisesual males.' and I don't like ki see them 
unappreciati'd; bill they nire in a small minority. I have come 
to the concti]sii>n, from long ei^perience holh within and 
w ithout university life, that approximately one in ten 


heterose>iual makss are bearable^and nippriiJiimately one in 
twenty (the awmitied feminists) are really terrific. There 
are fewer than ten hetenisi'xual males in Okage, so why 
complain? 

What is far more w^orryhng is the film's treatment of 
women. Thert' is of course the wonderful central character 
— but, captivating ihimgh she is^ and! in some respecis an 
admirable n>le mixJeL her function in the film is simply to 
be supportive of gay men, and she is peimilled no real life 
outside that (the film^s good-hearted naivete is Kith the 
stsurceirf its pleasure and iis most serious deficiency) All 
the iTther women are, to varying degrees, obnoxious. Worst 
of all is the slemilypical portrayal of the outraged and 
x-indiclive wife of the older^ closeted lover: the film ^H™iits 
us no understanding as to she might be outraged and 
vindictive, after many years of being deceived, betrayed, 
and used as a 'cover.' Admittedly, they are all ht'lertisexual 
w^cimcm contained within the patriarchal 'discourse' and 
fully complicit with it- but this scarcely excuses the film's 
failure to attempt any analysts of their position. 


Lesbians and Gays 
Make the Movies 


Kay Armatageand David Ov erbey, two long standing 
pri>grammeTs fur the Festival of Festivals, have rt'gularly 
included lesbian and gay tlw'med films in I heir selections 
But, this year, Ihere was a particularly rich and varied 
collection of films dealing with lesbians and gays and their 
concerns. These films, at present fashionably rt'fcrri'd to as 
qutvr films, range widely in mtxJe from narrative rx'alisl 
filmmaking to the documentary, theexperinvental and the 
avant-garde; similarly, I he subject matter and origins of 
these works is highly dlvx'rse. 

Unfortunalely* given prctgramme scheduling (Xmflicts, 
my leaching commilmentsand a lack of stamina, I saw only 
a small portion of the some thirty lesbian and gay films 
scit'ened. The films I most regretted missing include Laurie 
Lvnd's Tfte f airy Didn't hi Be a Fairy Ani/rtiore 

(Canada), Takehiro Nakajima'sOfcn^v Ijapan) (see Robin 
WihkI's review of iK film in these pages), Kxieland 
KerK>sch's fcpr a Lesf ScJMirr (Netherlands), and, altfHiugh I 
didn't have high eKpectalicms, given a previous exposure to 
his w^ork, Dmjw ij^UerSt 1985, 1 w^anted to see Mark 
Rappaport's RjX’A Hud.'ieji's Homr Mantes (USA) because of 
an inieresi in both Hudson's screen persona and, mure 
generally, ihe concept of the star image. 

I w^as grateful lo sc?e the films I did- In the follow^mg 
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Richard I nch'lljnitl EpchtAfhrt K intriTOK^tpd in Tnm 


p^iM^r^phs. I oifcr my rt-Npimses m hiur Hfms. Ea^:h^l^ tht>M: 
films was provtu'^tive, raising issue's that inciudt^ th^- 
interrolahnn styk* and ciwkmt rtt>d the pniblL^mafic 
cant-vm EPf subji*t-hvity, pliMSUrt^and fl;^ati^ical^ui1 I WlItiI hi 
qualify my t' valuations of these films in that the percept k ms 
are biised tin a single viewing it isn't so much that I 
mistrust my initial reaEititins. but I think a seeiind vieu in^ 
mav have revealiM mure. 

Tipm Kalin's <USAl has been eictensii^ely written 

about in btith |he mainstream and alternative press and is 
currenllv in eummereial distribution. As many rei ieweis 
have saidp the film is ver>' ambitious itylLsticallv and sets 
iHit to be controversial in its presenEaticm of Nathan 
Letvpold a nd Kieha rd L(«?h who were convicted in 1 42^ i>f 
murdenn^an eight^yearH.Ud Niy Unlike Holly wo(kJ's 
tmilment ivf rhe maierial {Alfred Hiichcisck^s 1^44, 
and Richard FleiseherS GwjpwJsiEJw, 195^), Kalin's film is 
expliciE abouE Ehe yisun^ men's homosexual desires; 
furthermcprep hesuj^ests that Leopold and Iax'K '^'hen tried 
for the killing, were judgeil in a pre^dieiai manner The ewep 


menp in additif>n to arousing; honmphttbic resptmses 
because of Iheir relationship, were victimm^f because they 
were Jewish and mtelUctuals. Kalin places a sfrtmj; 
emphasis on lht‘ d^i^ree to which hiimophobia shaped the 
ci>nlempi>rary thinking abouE the Letipold and Lix^h 
scandal. In the midsE of a r^'alist court riii>m sinitience, Kahn 
iniiudi*s a shot of Unpp^dd and Lwb lying logether in an 
i.'mbrace in a bi'd which has been given centre position 
within ihecourtniom; the implication of the nonfealist^ 
image is that Ehe men an^x^ually im irial K'cause of their 
si^xual imentation. 

While 1 donT doubt thaE Leo^pold. I.oeband their 
behaviiiur {in one scene with the pressp the two men present 
themseU''es as dandiesf ftieled latent prejudicc^Sp I question 
hotv much Katin aci't^mptishes in using thest^characti'fs to 
ptnnt loand dcKlimenl the existence t>f irrational phobias 
w'ithln tnjr MViety. Kalin diH'sn't deny that l.t^^pcUd and 
l.i!n^b were murderers; on I he other hand, he stems very 
cautious about exploring ivhat might have caused these two 
men to perlcprm such a mc>nstrt>usact. In the early 
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s^|UtMicvs of th£* film, and Ltwh an? j;i% on 

si^movk hat childdiko porsonds; thoy iirvbt^yishly 
advonturousH plavful, pL^tulant in Ihoir attiltJdo llllv.l^d^ 
each i>thvr and ari>Lind thorn IXsipik- ihoir 

intolligonvi^ SiipbislioLition niiui ivi^rldly miliou. tlU' tuiiOiin 
be soon as inntwvntsof a muI. AUlupugh Kahn pnn idi^ 
numerv^Ui!^ glimpses ot the mon's taprioknis Ix'liavniur and 
tho Kd ling development ot thi^ir sexual mlationshap. he 
diiesn"! dt'xelop sufficiently the notum that they can't either 
fully rooogni/e nr accopl theirij^'xual attraction each 
other. As homoso^xual dx'siro for them has been assiviated 
with the piT verse, tho deviants the men begin to scv 
themselves callable of such behaviour m other areas ol their 
lives. In actiialit\-> ihen. the.iUracti^m of the laivlt^ss aci (the 
murder) functions as a subslimtopTatilication to>r their 
unlulfilksJ sexual desire. If Kalin is concemexi ivitb ihe 
psvchiviinalviic piTception thaf aligns si'xual reprt^sion and 
violent bt^haviour icind I Ehmk there is indication that he is 
— for instance, he parallels the progression oE I heir criminal 
activitv wiEh the men's inereasingly erratic behavi^nir 
towanisedch olherh he doesn't forcetullv arliculale the 
insight. InsEead, Kalin amcentrales on Ihe notion that the 
fni’n are martyr- like figures. 

Suixiir is an extremely accomplished film and Kalin is 
secure in handling his stylistic choices which serx e Eo 
undercut a realist presemtatnm of the material. The film's 


rc'fusal to bi^ txsidiiy accessible is reintorced through the 
rapid cutting in the iniriKluctory^ sc‘t|uenci‘^ cif the film; the 
rntrs,! EC- 1 ike structure preniuct's disorientalion and deniesi 
Ihe viewer iheopp^irlunily to omstrucl a rap^xirt w ith ihe 
chLiractefs. Kalin increast^s the dislaticing stance by 
disrupting the recrealitin isf the pcTitni Matting bv having 
EAxipjld and LtK’b associahsi uith prt^semt xlay arlitacts and 
ob^vls, a ci>py of hilcFTH'K’ maga/ine, a cassette player and 
head phoiH*s,a tinjchlone telephone. Arguably* I don't 
w'hat Kalin gains thn.mgh using thc*se con\‘i‘nlitins other 
than signaling his knowingni'ss and desire to tvaligiitsJ 
w'ilh p«ipst-nni>dern filmmaking. 

In an inten lew published in a KhmI lu-vvspaptT CNiFte, 
St^plember 24->1 h 1*^21, Kalin, discussing the lilm with 
Ingrid Rando|a, says I hat the intention bt^tind fils 
filmmaking practice is to .invite multiple readings and Lip 
make y-ou w-anl to sev the lilm mi>rf* than imce."* I dim't 
think Kalin's sixrnewhal cryptic prc^mlatiiPii ol his 
prolagonisis either provides, the rich lexlua^ he suggests iir 
i+tscures bis primary omcem which is to condemn 
homophobia and iTther societal ma nik*stal icons t>l bigi.>lry\ 
Stivxm illustrates that Kalin is a talented filnimaker and the 
film's political directness on gay oppression is admirable^ 
but ultimately, the film is unsalistyingtin both an 
intellectual and einolional level. 

An intriguing element of is a caslirtg choke: J am 
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I hi liking Srhlachet whopljy?^ thi- kii^h^ifd 

ch^ir4i1t'r. Ki^iin's din?*n‘i allow hi?^ ^cIoth much 
opfH>rtunity to dt‘vi.'li>p a jH-rfurninriceahhou^hCrai^ 
Cht'stiT .IS X'alh.in is j;ivcn in ihv f ilm's sw^nd half 

rni>rt“ ol a t hancc ti> flesh tuii a char.icti^/iitiiin. Schlachet is 
pritnarily ht*causeof his sensusil prt^nev .ind ^txid 
Ec K>ks which evcTke Rtn: k Kudsi>in at his mt^st !V|.)s inon>us . 
Whether or riiil Kalin us^hJ bchtachet intentii^n^llv bux’aust^ 
of his n%4‘nihUn«.;Te lu Mudstan, the casting adds a textural 
layer thal is more fascinating thal his tweil attempts to 
prtHiiice reflex i VI ty. 

Sitrah- Kissi's (USA) is ex mental filmmaker Barbara 
Hammer's Mrs! dmumentary and the film is expressly 
concermxl with lesbian and gay rL^rt'sc^itatiun in print and 
particularly on film. Hamnw^r's film t^kesupa number of 
issues concerning rt^presentation including htwv lesbians 
and gavf^ w^ere pi.>rtrayed in I he pre-Sltmewatt decades of 
this century^ and whal effect these images had on shaping 
the lives t^f lesbians and g*iy men. (As ilh]Ntrali\-eor these 
depictions. Hammer use's 5t}s and sensationalistic 
pa^x'rKick ameers featuring lesbian -themed malerial and the 
gay images an' drawn from fames Sibley W'^atwm and 
Meh tlle VVebbt'r's film (jil ht .Stufom, 1^33.1 I lammer offers 
samples of pa?^t images on screen w^hile on the sound track 
we hear reminiscences from women and men whii lived 
Ihrough these times; Hammer amnters the past with her 
owm presc'nt'day images of lesbians and gays in various 
degri't's of intimacy fm^m a sticial for elderly lesbians 
same-sc'x txnjplt's making love. Althiiugh the off-screen 
voices rtx:i3]lt:x:ting thi' past indicate I hat I here is a lived 
oc^mlmuity to the artifacts shown on screen » Hammer's 
cijncern is lhi> disiim<1ion betwwn w'hat had bei'n pri'sented 
in the mtxlia and what actual lives w^ere and are abiHit And, 
accordingly, she stresses how imiH^rlant it is that lesbians 
and gaysdivument their penHinal liv€?s; these recordings 
are a vital and histi^rical and cultural contribution tL>the 
fut^irv genera tiims i^f lesbians and gays- Clearly, Hammer 
wMnIs the view er to grasp him- essential il is that lesbian 
and gay cutturt' is shaped by Iht^se whti have a genuine 
Commitment to horruisexuals. 

Like Ka I ins's Suwir^ which has a dtpcumuntary-like feel, 
Nifrffh' Ktsses is photographing in black and w^hiteand has a 
grainy, liard-tsige loi>k. (In intrcidudng the film to ihe 
Tonmti^ audience, t f am mer elaborated on tin* film's title, 
telling usab4;>ut thi' inflammable nitrate film stuck used in 
the earlier days i>f the cin™a- Dn the nitrate stock, the 
'explosive' kissing was done by hetentisexuals; in ihe 9f>s, 
she suggc'sls, the expkisive kisses on screen will be those' i>f 
lesbians and gays.) Although Hammer seems to w^ant to 
film lobe n'latively relaxtxJ in lone, the attempt is 
undermined by heralmt>st unrelenting academic attilude. 
Hammer, in the exporimenlal tradition, i*mpluys a highly 
fragmented struciun^and the film features such devices as 
providing no correlation, counterpoint or otherwise, 
theon-screert images and the sound-track 
narration. Additionally^ f^lammei informs the viewer to the 
effect that narrative film is to be mistrusted because these 
worLs, unlike mi I- life expertences, are neatly structured 


and pntw'ide pal restilutions; in ihes^me vein, she cautions 
that the act of naming or catygori/ing is to limit and 
circumscribe an experience. In particular. Hammer's 
misgivings about the latter practice six^m to be Hcimewhat a I 
ixids with her diKumi'nlary filmmaking and archi^-al 
concerns. 

In the presen I -day fixitage. Hammer presc'nls thrrt' 
instances of couples making love and ihi'se images 
constitute the most provixative aspect of Nitrah- Kisses: 
these sequence's are centred rt'spectively on the activities of 
two elderly lesbians, an interracial gay civupleand a pniirof 
young punk- like women. Hammer has chosen admirably 
subjiects who challenge con^-entional notions of w'h.it should 
be showm aivd she phoi<igraphs her subjects without 
fragmenting their Kidies, hence avoids fetish i/ing them. Chi 
the other hand, she makes a distinction between the first 
tw'o coupli?s and the third; in filming the hvt> young 
women. Hammer includes herself in the image, having her 
n*flected image seen on a window as she records the 
w omen making love. 

Asa political project, Nitraie is very commendable 
aligning itself without restraint to lesbian and gay identity; 
as a film media project, Nifrah- Kisses raises complex 
quesHtms abmjt filmic discourses and ihe privileging of one 
miide ox er the others- 

Likt' Stoxm and Wifwfc Kisses (both titles are highly 
I'nticf ngl, llpfXi Pohii>la's Datidi^ aruf Ihe Mu.'H’/c Acddi^iy." A 
IhX’liFrti'pi^ri/y uip i}te Arf, Life and Times of Tiwi of fhdafui 
(Finland) isomcemed with gay history and culture. As a 
divumimtary film perse, Tohjola's work is k's.s 
unamventional than Nitrate Kisses but^ alternatively, its 
subject matter is potentially the more controversial. 
Fssentially, as the film's subtitle indicates, Onddyapid (he 
sKiusde Academy validates and celebrates Tom of Finland's 
gay pornographic drawings. (A drawing by Tom of Finland 
graces ihe cover of CiticAc/iaw Mo IS and is used w ithin tc^ 
illustraie Bryan Bruce's article, "'MixJem Diseases: liay Seif- 
Representation in the Age of AIDS.'') In aintrast. 
ptim-ography is an ama that Ni^mh^ k'j??!ecs approaches 
thnnigh implication; but, in bolh films, there is a concern 
with ihediKnimerLtation of sexual identity, intimacy, 
pleasure and fantasy and how' it becomes rm'anjngful and tu 
ivhom. 

Pohjt^la's film primarily employs a traditional 
dcKumentary format including inten iew's; Ehi' intiTi iiAxs 
with the artist himself are, in fact, one of the film's strtmglhs 
as he is articulate and very opi'n abi>ut his work, ils O’rigins 
and evolution. Tom of Finland has produced a remarkable 
body of w'ork Kith as a skillful artist .iivd thnmgh ihe gav 
fantasy images he has constructed during ihe last f if tv-some 
years; the works illustrate the interrelation K'twtvn 
creativity, pleasure and sex- 

In seeing his images on film, I w'as struck by iheexteni to 
which Ihe drawings are inherenlly filmk'^ — ihew'iirks 
inevitably involve narrative and action and rc'Veal a 
seiLsihx-ity to the construction of mise-en-sc^e. Then, there 
is a amneclion K'tw^een the drawings and m.i instream 
cinema in the male-image types employ i^. In a number of 
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aFestivots 

t hf d rj if\ Daddi^ Altai ibr iWuit^'h' Aiinh'tm^^ fchtTt* 
Is 4 * figuri,^ whkh has a physical pri^st'intc that is 
unmistakshiv miKlLOt'd on a 'masculine' male movie star 
who is amsidensl ti^ have a lot i^t si*x appt^al Marlon 
Hrando, Kc»bt'rt Kidlordr Burt Reynolds: arsuahly, ihese 
verv contemptiran' images ol masco line desirability can be 
s€*eTi as deny ing in part from the in^age Clark Gable 
i:ulto'at^s.t in tlw 3<>s cinema t’Jbvioiisly, neither the 
Hollyvvixid cinerrui nor l orn of Finland single handed ly 
prn\ idl'd present day culttire with ils iconic masculine 
image's Neverlhekss. when ]iH>kingal drawings done some 
tiTtv or fittv vears ago, il is startling to realize the extent to 
w hich Tom of FinLind anlicipaled what has become a 
mainsirt^am concept of ma scull rn' appeal. And, clearlVn tbe 
masculine image found in the drawings relates lo the gay 
male imagts populari/tsJ in the7ds; to w*alch a Jix^Gage 
^xirn film such as fV Wn'ckht^Cit. is sicmewhat ^ikin 
to Ms-ing a scenes of Tom ol Finland s draivings aniliuiti"d. 

In I he ciNUfM'of an interview, Tom of Finland 
ac know ledges that the initial inspiration behind his work 
stemnKsJ from his fascination with N^a/i /militniry 
iconography, ihs admission isn'l to taken as an 
endorsement of either Fascism or the mililary'; still, that the 
itnagLS^ have a fetishistic dimension regarding the 
emfx>wermenl of the mascidine male and in\ trlve psitterns 
of Jomina I ion /submission raises complex cultural 
concerns In addition to the fad that sildistk - masochistic 
InintastLSi ^x^rvade our Ciiltural life, it is worth pi^lnting iml 
that his allraction lo Ihese heightened images ol masailine 
swagger osCtirs in a historical period when gay men w^ere 
thiTught i>t as 'sissii's’ — eftemlnale, limp-wrisksi, ihe 
dandv; less specificallv, the military’ sanctions male 
proximity and NmJmg allowing fi^r images ot men 
working, plaving and living together; and the military 
ci^nnects men to rvgalia, notions of perh»rmance and the 
theatrical without undennining their rruisculine seh- image. 

I realize that not every gay pi'fMm finds Tiim of Finland's 
d rail' mgs liberatii^g i^r set's them as rc'pri'sentative of gay 
tanlas^' images; but 3 tind his w'ork to be generally witty, 
sx'xv atid loving, with many o^t the draw^ings displaying an 
underh ing gentleness. Tom Finland ceiebratesM’xual 
desire and phsisureand he bi^th recognizes and I u If ills 
lantiisy needs. And, conceivably, the work, in its tinal 
abandon in depiclinggay eroticism, offers a ch^’kllenge to 
Ihtist^ who argue that gays are acceptable as ll'^^g as sexual 
dtsire stays in tlie closi't. !bc .-tL i/jf f mw is an 

im^xurlant contribution to the dixurnentingol gay histiiry 
and eultimv l\>hfika has created an elegant, informative and 
atlirmati^ e him that is a loving tribute to its subjec t and his 
work. 

Mark C hnstopher's Hu* Hites' Club tUSA) is a 
lwentx-h\ e minute tictional rtarratix'e that is centred on a 
voLing gay m 4 iii's inxigi native rt.'sponse' to the legacy the 7[>s 
gay com mu nil V has left; in particular, the film contixmls the 
rx'lationship bt^ween thal libc^rating pc'riixJ, All'll and 
preM^'nl dav existence. The film's premise is that an 


inexpt'nenccxd and somexvhat cautious Midw^i^tern youth 
visits his dead uncle's lover in S.cw York City and inherits a 
parr Iff Ihe recently deceased uncle's shix's which, when put 
on, transptsrt the youth back into the Ttls gay nightlife of 
disci^and orgy rtHsms. The premise alio w^s Christopher to 
addresssi.'veral concerns: H gay generational bonding; 2) 
the 70s not simply as a time of pnwiscuous sex — the film 
depicts the men's wKtal/ physical interaclion as a basis of 
self discovery' and a means to build pcftential friendships; 3) 
thiit All>b fears shouldn't be aKofW'txi to defeat 
contempt If arv gay men from fu I rilling their sexual desires 
and romantic nt^eds; *4^ that sexual confident' and 
tisserliA'ent'ss is in the present day connected to ihe practice 
iff safe sex. 

Althtfugh Ghrisuipher's film is pt^rhaps a bit Iw 
schematically structured and transparent about its pnfjecl, 
the film, nevertheless, is highly appealing and original in its 
appufitch lo its amcems. In addition lo being an ambitious 
undertaking, Tftc Bifys' Clwb has an energy and 
optimism thal are a mitsi welcome addition to a depictitm of 
gays on film or elsewhere. I>uring these times when the 
AllTS crisis has taken gay culture deeply intt> areas which 
are infused with kviings of sadness, frustraiiifn and anger, 
Christopher's film is an unexpected delighl. 

Mark Christopher is a filmmaker of talent and 
imagmati<fn as Tfje TY'otf fkjys' C/ifh shows. I hifpe the film 
finds critical and comnHTcial supptfri so that hc'can move 
on to a feature length profi'^'*- 


Autumn Moon 


ffv f i o r r ft c f fatob It wiiz 


1 %vtfncler liow kids l^Kiay will grtfvx' up Itf bt', 
Afici %x'hat will bcHTtimo of the kids in the 
futiirt*? As oxir culture fades away, what vx'ill 
they reiiieti’iVH'r? Will they bt' ncpTnadic 
imKlernists thal wander, with no attachments, 
nt^ meiTkiries, no dreams? 

Clara l ..nv. rJireclor, Aiffiiww Mlofi 

Autumti Miwi is linked, thematically and stylistically, to a 
grtfup of narratives about ycfuth and urban experience 
which, in many ways, reached its height in the sixties 
French New Wave films of directors like Jean- Luc Ckfdard 
and Fra is Truffaut, but is rafted in the ptfst-war films of 
Roberto Rossc'llini. In ihe closing stufts of Hitnu*: O^x’w Ci/v, 
the children are left to rmm across a war-scarred urban 
landsca|,x\ The image is not liberating, but filled with 
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li^n^tEin appri'htTL^ion. Fmm wUm ^Lultiin^ ivKich 
IraJititvn^i will they k>y niiiiiin.'d^ ThvSt'cund Wi^rld War 
demunstrated the impels ibility of building uptm a Lullun^ 
whk hirould iiindtiiH' .ind ertacl prtwtnika liv ely the 
alr^Kitie^ witut^isetl in Fii n>pe and Japan. Gmmtiif > nir Zi'rn 
ends with the abarKk^ned child committing suicide. 

CiiidiiTd''s children ivf Mar\ and CiKA Cola, who came U> 
lite in MasnJihii/rcmumi and other lilms thesi>^ties. art* the 
logical rvlatitms of KwvSetl ini's generation of kmg pt>st-war 
you t hr In a late capital isl cullurej I he guidance stKiety offers 
its youlh comes in the form of adv ertisements and cek'brily 
interviews. Against tht‘ backdiMp of the Vie! Nam war, their 
amcertls revolve around contraception and insipid pop 
music. Many of Godard's filirus of this periisJ use Pans as 
the setting for its alienated disaffected inhabilants 
(supremely in Den.ir tm fmis c^jscs^^i^c ^ems Uite 
capitalist industrial life is characterized by a senst^of loss 
(the metaphoric use of pinball parlours /caf^ and highrisi- 
developmenls ironically termiY! 'les grands en.si'mbles') and 
ilw breakdtpwn of language, con versa tion and MKial 


AhtMMti Granny ligM^ 
h#r tvilh Tokio W^i 

.‘Ijdtujnn VTiOfin, Takio ^nd Wji 
mcriinH 4 l I hr harbour 


inlerchange. The characters in MlHhj are the 

chtldrL^n of IBM and St^ny. Tin- si^lting is the ultimate capital 
t>t I he industrial, capitalist city. Hi png Kong. The nt't\l for 
language has bt'cn nullituLsi by the intense tst^Lation 
manif^'stL'd tn videts terminals, ctimputer ganii*^ and 
communicaliivn. HvptTience is nr? lipnger i^>ipn^-sM%l in tern'fcs 
lit human eJccluinge; il is rivorded, ankl thoscommoslitits.1. 










aFcstivals 

Tokki/Miis-itiHshi mile protagonisL is <i 

Mipntyie pruduci hi^- times. 1 1e is a Jip^inesi.' tounsl in. 
Mt>Tig Ktn'kg ijitid n^’tirds his vision incessantly with his 
video camera. the perceptions which he record ti are 

evpresstsi in terms oi their relative value in Hong Kong 
dollars (his overpriced lu>lel ixioni^ his new* shoes, etcJ 
Tokio a young Chinese/ Cantonese* resided I o^ Himg 

Kong^ a schfK^Igtrl Wai/Li Pui Wai, and they begin to speak 
(They meet in ^ronl ol the p.>lluted w'atersof Victoria 
Harbour where Tokio is fishing, uselessly. Wai stops to 
inform him, in her hmited English, their only common 
language, "No fish lHTe.''>Thi,*ir friendship ev'olves and 
ti^ether they explore the shand experience of growing up 
as a teenager in an alicmating urban environment. Aside 
ln>m thect>niTnonality of their broken English, Tokio and 
Wai share the la mi liarily of high lech packaging, fitw the 
fixd they eat I Wai ascstK’iates McDonalds's nostalgically 
with her childhiMKi birthday si to the entertainment offered 
in the fsirm of T\' and videti garner w hich they watch and 
manipulate. 

W'ai's parenls never ap^H*ar in ihe film except in a framed 
portrait on the w'all of their ap^trtmenl. The strategy 
pertKily underlines their irrelevance to Wal's life. The 
narrative rationale for llH*ir absence is that they are in 
Canada, paving the way fur the family s emigration. The 
protagonists are ermitionally and spiriloally alienated fn>m 
their pamnis: W^ai values the avmpanionshipand 
mcreasinglv, live value's of her grandmother. Tokio and Wax 
slois^ly learn to appretiateUrfh the grandmother'sciHiking 
(il has a specific taste and texture which i.>i authentic^ and 
her riiuali/ed life (the importance placid on feeding a cal or 
praving ioa comp^ict Buddha shrine perched over the 
fridgeS. Wai's grandmother, like the world of traditiims and 
rituals she represents, is being left behind literally and 
metaphorkalty- The family plan to emigrate w^iihoui her^ 
and she plans to die in Hong Kong. 

The courage that Law^s film manifests Ls in its tender 
groping ftira sense of meaning, of valui'S, of riluaL Unlike 
so manv coriti^porary^ works which acknowledge the ^me 
problematic tackkd in Auhomi Alixui, Law gently allows her 
priilagonists to bypass the easier routes of cynicism or 
nvmantic love, instead Tokio and Wai explore friendship, 
learn hv value 'Cranny' in a new' way following her illness 
and hteipilal stay, and I'ven attempt to appreciate the beauiy 
and mystery of rituals like the k*siivalof lights in autumn, 
by lighting paper lanterns and setting their candle-lit melon 
tjhips asiiil- ll Ls hard to describe this w^ilhoiit it wunding 
trite and scmtimt*nlalr bgi the film manages to make its 
fH>ints w ith finc’sse, delicacy and subtlety. It never speaks 
condi.^’endingly to its audience, or addresses the viewer 
with sarcasm^ AufiimFi jMtXPn respects the spectator' & 
intelligence through a tone of understalement and an 
extraordinary visual style, law uses videotape and film 
hx>tHige llvoughlfully, without resorting to %*apid irendiness. 
Tokio' s erratic video recordings gain resonance in diivci 
proptJrtion to his a wm killing consciousness, culminating in 


* 

an extraordinary^ distiplim^ king-take monologue wheixnn 
Cranny articulates her washes and blessings for her family 
and her vearnings for an appropriate burial site on a hill. 

Hong Kong is often shot fmm an aerial point of view or 
from extreme high angk^ which give ii the look of a surreal 
nKHinscap*,*. The film uses colour prtX'ist^ly (piirticularly Ci*ol 
blues, steel grays and blacks! t^i underline the extreme 
median i/ati^m of thcscKiat world it inhabits and 
investigates. This sharply contrasts thesiift muted yellows 
tif the natural light which illuminaks^ tlw dark harvest sky 
in the film's closing shots. 

AidiotiPi Moofi argin^s kira re^?xaminalion tpf the validity 
of a deeply -rtioted culture, or the meaning embedded in 
Mime traditional structures and rituals and the impnirtance 
of human interaction, w'lttKiutri^s luiUxJ, resorting to 
cynicism. I>iiw''*i fears for the gentTa lions nurtured iPii tin* 
eclectic depers4mali/ed grab-bag which characterizes urban 
culture and much of contemp(prary filmmaking should not 
bi' dismiSMxi lightly , it is a brave stalement lo make in the 
nineties, ssnd beyond that* it comes in the kirm of a creative 
and accomplished film. 


The Pool 
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The Pixif: Ri'fln titms of She hJtrrttmriJl, dirtxted by 

Canadian filmmaker Mark de Valk, piemieR'd a I this year's 
Fx*stival of Festivals in Toronto. Thedticumentary centric on 
the experiences and w riting of Canadian author Joy Kogawa 
but aspires as well to become the frame of lhai writing, to 
pnnide histinrical and siiekik>gical contexts while a I th^* 
same time re-presenting, and in stimi=' cast*s re- 
contextualizing, its aesthetic and political effects. Using 
personal interviews^ dramatic tectinstruclions and 
interpretations, as w'ell as extant d-ocumenlary fiHitage of 
the cimcenlration camps to w'hich Japanese Canadians weix^ 
sent and Ihe i^fficial propaganda films w hich accompanitxJ 
the irmtituUonof these camps. The PdoJ "rt*-ri*ads" Ktigaw^^'s 
novel through her actual experiences and thixiugh the 
recollectitms of her falhi^r. 

In The Potti it is clear that for Japanese Canadians the 
traditional family became the mosl imfxirtant centre of 
resistance to (he iivi,*rw'helmingly ptfwerful stale apparatu.s 
which, during the crucial years leading up to and 
immediately folkm'ing the war, at lemaiely fed and throve 
upcpn grassriKits racism and p^ipular hysteria. Kogawa 
herself cites a newspaper w'riler of the day who describtxi 
the Japanese Canadians as "a stench in the ntistrils of Ihe 
pcx>pleof Canada." During the war, the internment, and the 
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di^pt^rsiii] ^^'hich inarm'd hsllnu^d nil" vv<ir (tht" scvcmJ 
jnd nriiiro rjJiCLi] dKptciiL'L-nii-rit tvht.Ti?by thv C.madijn 
ji^nvi rnmi'in virui^llly dt’Ntrt>ytd the ptHisibility n 
jHip^itt*N€'-Ciin4idiiin a^mmumtyK Cl^l^u'id^an^ ivi?rf 

fnrctd jcct*pt ihL’ir ^Litus as '"iht* di'spLMd n’ti^kTeii 
v oitek'^s/' writ in j; has K\hi vf ihi^* 

Hub>4t|uent etk>rt Ui rts:l«iini tlijit t oitv, .ind htT noveL 
nut unly wun instant likTiiry rt'tn^nilion in IMHI. 
but Kt amua tuuijhstnnt^ k>r Ihi^ l.ifuinL-M.' redness nis^vumutK 
in Cnnadii. The Ptvi, tn its lurn, pt^siiii>nh iisi-lf as a cart^hil 
and sonsilivu uiLTi^uiit uf hvr '\'omin[; to spt^xh " 

Wl what is inimtdiatfly appiirunt in The is that tht' 
family has ncil i^nttnrly a>htTtsJ as a situ ut rt^sisl.irciv 
fJistuni' and Liruumstaiwv Ihive Iragicalty inttTvt-iud.and as 
a rusult ihu film n^ust dividu its affuntinn the 

authi^r, )iiy Ku^envaH and her f.ilhur, Gordon NakaynmaH an 
AngliCnin ministur, dutainev, Lind t irsE-^unomlion hipLinust' 
C.iruidian. Thu authchrand thu rt'Vurmd, dau^htorand 
fa I her, havu sEruj^^ltd againsl fhdr uliuhatiun and abjt'tliorii 
moriL' of k'ss si’i^sratulvp imdur sesmetimus vaslly diffurcnl 
Conditions and across a socming abyss of years. Such efforts, 
is^pecially durinj; the inirrnHmt^ wefeaf first provisicmal 
attempts ki re-^roup in order to preseryv ciimmiinityp and 
Ki‘Vt‘n,‘bid Nakayama himself ^lined permission from the 
Canadian |;overnmimt fo film the work camps hi which 


Japtini.^’ men had been sen!. T^rc Poi^l incorptirates and 
ju^tap^lsc■s this valuable Ihmm footager pari of Naktiyama's 
efforts !o prL'serve the tenuous infraslructure of a 
bt'leaguenii and disink'grating community and assuage the 
anxietii^^if IheokltT dehiint'eSp w'ith government 
propaganda foolage and i.vitb poignant rc^tinstructkins of 
the Japanese dispossession^ and especially, of 
rai her /daughter i^artings. Indeed, ihv traumatic sefNi ration 
of father and daughter becomes, through Ihest' 
reciinstrucEiivnSp the primal miiment of the Japanese 
Canadian diaspora. Thmjgh Kogawa's Ixiok takes its title 
from her heroine's aunt, or ihert^ is little irade in the 

film of a firsi -genera lion feminine presence, a presence, and 
an Libsenccj that at once structures and virtually haunts 
Kogiiwa's noi el. Further, the diri\.'tor's emphasis on 
Kogawa herst^lf interposes her as the single feminine vuta> 
of the interiimenf and of the subsequent reniress movement. 

Kiigiivva, on her part, simply refuses lo be calegori/L'd as 
a l icfim: she accepts mdress as pniliiical ern|Hiwerment won, 
in pirt, by performing what she calls the tmaginafive 
exercise' of identifying with the viclimi/er. Further, 
according to Kogaw^a, in abjuring victim status Japamsie 
Canadians must riiinutheless find common cause with thoM^ 
ivho continue to be victimized. Although her own story is 
so rooltni in I he past, KeigawM'.s orientation is to the presen I 
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□nd tot hi' future; her pt^liticjl focus is on mEiintJinin^ real 
sind ongt>inj; ditiki^uebeiwrt‘11 %1ciim and oppa'Sfior. In the 
meAniiTnej elev en year^ After the publkMtion of Ku^awa's 
first novel, Thf performs the interim functlim of 
framing the particular text of Obasan within the context 
its more imnrK'diate effects and aftermath. The film, in part, 
"proves" the efficacy and validity of this political diak^ue 
and helps to establish and clarify it as an ongoing; political 
practice. T^jc PiX^f is not a coda to Ko^awa's OhujifrrjH nor dtws 
it subsume the prL'vii>us lext: rather^ Ihe film allows itself to 
be co-i>pted by prt'VitHts voices and by I he larger political 
effects initiated by its "^subfects." 

In a film I hat isafxiut voice^ a film in which questions of 
rhetoric and ontokigy are so iniermixiHJ and S4>crudah the 
question of u*ho speaks is e4|ually unavoidable- The film's 
mandate is somehow to elicit the speech of the iHher, and de 
Valk, in an effort to minimi/e hi.s own inten enliims, tends 
to restrid his ’^commenur)'" Eo dramatic iwnactmenis. Vet 
he is nol able entirely hi efface or disguise his own priSHiice, 
a presence that is perhaps most clearly manifested by the 
implicit identifications that structure the film. 

EX' Vatk clearly identifies with the struggle to represent. 


thus with Kogaw^a as an artist and with Nakayama as a 
filmmaker. In K^igaw'a's account of the internment and its 
eiUxi>, cultural mi.Mnings have bectymeembidded^ 
sedimented and calcified within a history t>f repression and 
self^ienial. "n/c sensitively acciimpiinies Kogawa's own 
excavations of a pieisonal history by echoing and 
envisii^ning her metaphors while at the same time 
maintaining contact with I he larger pt^litical and historical 
contexts to which the child issub^'ct and with which the 
author is later engaged: the struggle tt^ free the perwinal 
voice is clearly also the struggle hi enunciate at bt^th the 
artistic and the ^Hilitical level. In order to offset the often 
heroic self-t'ffacement practised by her piirenlSj Ktigaw^a 
ht'rself has become the central figure in translating insular^ 
private grieving into a public demand for redress, thus 
transforming what might otherwisr* havebetm private 
monologue into a focused aiul public dialogue. The strength 
of Thv Piv! is that it manages to reconstruct this 
transformation, or ralher, to hmld hi this Eransformalion as 
the true ub|et1 of intea^t, while at the same lime capturing 
the chaotic and tragic dispossession, internment, and 
dispers.it of the Japanese Canadian Community. 
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En-gendering 
the Nation 

GtStQA. *'A GiKl^S OWN STORY' 
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...Regardless of the actual inequality 
and expl^Htation that may prevail in 
each^ the nation Ls always conceived 
as a deep horizontal comradeship. 
Ultimately it Ls this fraternity that 
makes it pt^ssiblen over the past few 
centuries, for so many milhons of 
pH.H>ple, not so much to kill, as 
willingly die for such limited 
imaginings. 
hna^intd 

^/Kfmscpn 

Mrs. Munsinger has blue eyes, 
carefully shadowed with make-up, 
heavy black false eyelashes and let it 
be said — a run in her left sU»cking... 

r^orWHiFi Oepoc 

Thii Hour Has S^vn O^ys 

Miirch 

Just one year prior te Canada's 1%7 Centennial —the 
rite-oi-pahS^ige ritual that helped legitimize inir status as 
a mure "imagined" nation-state — an alleged 

"'sex and spy'' scandal rucked Its tenuous foundations; 
theC>erdj Mun.singer Affair, Hrenda Longfellow's feature 
Gerdci excavates this allegeii "sex and security" site frum 
a specific perspective, a genderf?d perspedive. 

Esc hewing the objective heights of traditional (n^ 
masculinist^ historiography, w^ilh its attendant faith in 
the trai^sparency td signs, Longfellow widen.s the stakt^ 
and adtipts the methodology of a new hLstoricisi 



LonglelloM^t CrF^iti 


hiijgrapher — self-conscious ambivalence. 

Yet GcTiio is no dowdy diXtulrama. I\irt feminist 
archaetiltgy^ pul table, CerJa takes its cues from the rod 
enigmatic Ck*rda Munsinger a femme talal*^ whip, in part, 
coiitfihuttxt to ihe prevailing mass niidia hvsteria an^l 
distortion, w ho parlicipau-d in her own fii.-tionali/ation. A 
myriad numtu^r of techniques help unciv\ er her 
mythcphigical construction, while at the s,in^e time thesc^ 
i*clectic appRUiches wea^ ea compU n: and contnidictorv 
p>rtrait. The "truth" Ix^hind the scandal, whether she wa^ a 
Stn iet spy piyhng seXTetsout ^>1 unsusptxiing Cabinet 
ministers (Tierre bevigny, theConsLTvative minister ol 
defence plays the male lead in thesCHindal) or just, in her 
owm w'ords, "a girl w^hojust wanted to have tun'', is never 
clearly ascerlainvxt. To "signify" the title ot |ane 
Campion’s early compt^lling short, Clk*rJa offers a unique 
"Girl si Owm ' history. 

I jced w'lth inuiy and driven by intellect, CiTifa 
exemplifies feminist hishiriography at its bi=^t. CitTda 
M unsinger's rise and fall is re-presentid llinsugh a melange 
of pxitrTKKlem fragments, i% ith historical tact wxxidtd to 
persi^nal fanlasy: radio, television and newsrivi fihUage 
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{hiHh rtM] iintJ N^implAl nfwsptiptT htMJIint?^H 

th4‘ LPiJd interN'Lt^u', Ciimpy. cokmrful tdhkviiiv, and Gfrda'^ji 
own ^ray>monlLHJ memurii^s (shcvt in black and w hik') 
punctuate dramatic rv-cnactmenln, 

An RCMriifficer holds th-u works ttif^ether, doubling as 
both chnmkiiT of the Munsinger affair and continuity 
device. A stand-in for the ine)u>rable drive towards mastery 
and truth, rn^pn^ming IxHh the law and male desire, his 
reminiscences kick-start the film. The character's fact* 
finding ^eaL hiwveverH gradually betrays an underlying 
warpid faM'ination with this p^micular ''case'' as he 
obst^sively maps Cjefda's sc^xual activiiies onto her 
suspected espiimage. The mt>sl banal eveiyday cKtUffences 
he obtains through surveillance are inlerpreteiJ as 
symptitms itl guilt. His pri/e e>thibil, a 1452 American Army 
intelligencv re^Hlrt, similarly displays a tendency to confoin 
anti-corn munisi hysteria and the dread of w'omen's tudies. 
His "stmlencing" disdain of M unsinger as an '’'illegal 
N>rder<n.>sser'' is indeid appKwite. 

This is admitttdly a risky w»rk, one that generally 
pilcht^ to the heath rather than the heart. Part factual pari 
analytical, but decidedly fun, there is entmgh lyricism and 
entHJgh (stratL'gically placed I \ ifiual sumpluousness to carry 
the idea off Clhvitjusly is no ruMltst depictum of a 
livtd lile, as no one singular authenticity is privileged. A lot 
of folks, htm^e^ er^ have a word or twx> to say abt>ut Gerda, 
Munsingef- I'hi.'St'ci^mpi.'liiig (occa-sionally complementary) 
histories make up the film. At the sarru.' time an abiding 
effort is made to kicateGerda's story within the context of a 
historical real, her "flashbacks'* to the political trauma of 
pN.Ts|-ivarCiermany are st'l against ctinienipirary Canadian 
pHirliamentaiy^ history and the cold 

This iwer-arching duelling reference, this radical 
cimtradiclorinc^s, informs Gcxda's e^ ery frame. Call it 
Histtirv %'ersus histiiry; or public versus private sphere, this 
disjunefiveness div ides along gender Iiih"s which invariably 
contnbule to (and comment on) the instability of narrative 
(and rLitii>nalt a^nstruction. Crnffl .s structure perpetuates 
such divisii>rLar\' effects and is blatantly operative from the 
get-go. The tilm k-gins in a multilingual train compartment 
in un -identified EuroptNind then cuts to a shot of t^erda 
liH^kiiig out the window (twtensibfy in Canada), cufs to A 
black and while subjix*ti\ e "flashback'* where a young girl 
is being chased ihrotjgh a snow daden forc^st, and ihixi cuts 
back tt^CrtTda in thecompkirtment. A sh<.Tt of a top-secret file 
folk>iiVs and the \'oiceover of RCMT officer ctmfidently 
asserts: "there's midivubt in my mind GiTda M unsinger 
was a si-lf^admittid St>^'ii't ^.^p^ionage agent, a won^an of 
moral turpitude, addicted to entertaining men in her n.H>m, 
incapable of telling a Imthfiil story'". An inten iew of the 
rojf Ik'rda Munsmger follows, w'ho claims, "Im a w'oman, I 
lived a life likeeverv nirrmal wximan din's". A si^ries of 
images of I wirling newspapers I hen occupies the screen and 
a w'oman's voice disrnes “it WMsa set up*'. In a few short 
mEiments we move from subgntive memory lo the discourse 
Epf the law^ toembidiid "nMT k^liniony (radically negating 
the previous utterance) toarmmenlary that substantiatt's 
the indeterminacy of btsth statements w'hile alluding lo 
media sensatiiinalism. 


Numerous other examples abound (hat more clearly 
demonstrate the interplay belwtxm nation and sexuality 
The commeTev betwevn the relational realms of fwfrjc and 
iTE>s irrevocably suggests that relaiii^n.s bc'tivee-n men are 
forgevl aerttss I he bodies of w'omen. Hi'mdicl AndersxHi's 
insistence that the nation is always conceived as a fraternal 
'"deep hori/Eintal CEimradeship** is highly articulattd in 
tkTdjf. Indixd, hetiTE>si^xual sex here is read as libidinal 
spilUiver from excess Iratemity at the parhamcniary club 
house. And this heavily symht>licdemaf cation bettvwn the 
sexes offers a rich source of tongue-in-chec^k humour; it also 
bt;S^pi-ak.s the irnpossibilitv of an erotki/td nationalism 
lesptsjially a Canadian one). One !i-*;wuWy erotically <hargiYl 
sequence, for example, compristxl of shots ol Co- mingling, 
f ragmen kd body parts (almost reminiscent of I he opening 
of HiriisJunfa is matchtd to the voice c^f the law^ 

While CSerda and Sevigny cavort^ (he kCMf^ officer d runt's 
im about the Beaumark missile, radar installations^ security 
risks, impending St wiel attacks on North America and the 
fact lhai "vve were Iwvping a close w'atch on all of these 
activities." The setpjence fittingly ends with newsreel 
fot^tage of a missile ascending. 

The "girl sluff” is equally delightful, the dialogue is rife 
with sexual innuendo, usually a I the expense of men. Scenes 
that feature Berenice (C-erda's 'best*' friend) and Gerda are 
especially ptiignant, yet "fraternal" prt'Si'nce is often W'lEhin 
ear-shot. Authoritarian male voices (a I oneptunt 
Diefenbaker'^ is distinctly prt'^^'ntlare cle%'eriy "bkd" into 
the w omen's diegetic space. This tt'chnique is most i.>vident 
in the ptmder room sequence and w^hen the pair pay 
parliament a visil. Vet the relationship belween Cerda and 
Ik'rt'nicebtMrs fnoft."than the surface manifestations Eif 
friendship, fierenice's N'trayal is just one punishmeni for 
not playing by the mles. As definilional other in relatitpn to 
Canada, Cerda is expt^'lled thn>ugh a \ iolent aG of 
cerLSEjrship; she is dept>rted b.ick toCiermany in 3 her 
image retrievid for s< andabmi>ngering purpostrs in 14n#^. 

The terms history, memory, and d^siia- (and their inler- 
relatedness) ha^ e become twer-ustd bu/:/ tvords. indexd, 
(hev have reachid clichCd heights in current alternative 
film circles. Their mere utterance has a stultifying -I ike 
effext. (I have heard, on several iKcasions, individuals 
sptMk in hushed tones when reciting the numtra). Such 
cant is oifctidof to conjure up inordinate measures of depth, 
significance "conniftedness" infH*reni in a discussexJ 
film work. My inteni here is niHlher to critique films lhaf 
ha^ e successfully negotiakxl the>e elfetls fw^ho w'ould diire 
to fly in I he face of a Waller Benjamin, or disa HaruhuvrSh 
fwi^rjfsor a /or Ln/i;s/oii) nor loi discourage their 

future ulitity. The simple evtKalicpn ol the mantnt, stdo or 
in comhinaliim, h<iwec'er, cannot aEfcipktfrfy situale a given 
vs'ork. 

Cf-rda avoids the pitfalls Eif such a>mmon place 
contrivance The film inexorably demonstrafes how 
memory and desire can condense history into 
associalions. Political mtxJemism of the sort exemplifiixi in 
Gerda is ran' in Canada. Other ihan John Gn^ystPii, 
Ltmgfellow' has few- tserioais) colleagues. This is 
unfortuniite. 
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Bdrinin^ is TtirunU^ wrilt^r and trilir wht^ currt'nUy teaches einema wilh 
Trent University's Cultural Studies I'ruj^ramnie. 

Jessica Bradley is a writer and independent curati^r living in Mi^ntreal. She teaches 
leminist t henry in the Fine Arts graduate prugram ai C(.‘pnci>rdia University. 

Gillian Helfleld teaches pari- time at McM aster Universitv, and wi^rks as a tree- 
lance film pfi.Hiiicliun manager /ctHirdinatt^r in Ttirtm to- 
ri orence Jacwbewltji teaches at Atkinson College, York University. 

Peter C. Knowles is a part-time student in the Fine Arts Depart men I at Atkinson 
Ctdlege, York University, and a full-time teacher in Ciuelph. 

Richard Lippe teaches at Atkinson Ctdiege, York University. 

Brenda [.angleltow is a professor of Film Stiuiies a I York University's Atkinstm 
Ctdlege. Her first feature film, Gt'nia, premiered at this year's Festival of 
Festivals. 

Janine Marchessaull teaches film at K verson Poly technical Institute and is 
currently researching the cinema's technologies. 

Geoff Miles received his doctorale in Social and Political Thought in 19^2. Me is 

currently editing his dissertation Crifeidn-Grirdxi’fl.' frfini^s Pi^mpt-iinn for 

publication, as well as researching and writing a hook on Freud and 
adolescence. 

Kirsten liitiiko McAllister is a IMi.D, studeiit in C\immunications at Simon I raser 
University, BX.', 

Carol Monre received her docicprate in Social and Political tht>ught in 1*1^1. She is 
currently dicing a Masters of Clinical Social Work at the University of Torontti. 
Mer dissertation The MiIi^rrrI^il is due fi>r puhlicatiipn in 199T. 

lanine Marchessault teaches film and comn^unicalii'ins at Mcf-ill University. She is 
currently completing a videotape called BhuX ffo/cs aiiJ Other Mysteries. 

Siisan Morrison teaches visual arts at a high school in Toronto and is working im a 
Ph,D. in Social and i^olitica] Thought at Yi^rk University. 

Tnm Orman, a Toronto teacher and writer, has recently completed his i^h.D. in 
Romantic Literature at the University of Torontts. 

Mamie Parrel I is a film/vudeo maker living in Ttironli^. She wi^rks primarily in 
Regular and Super M film and as well as the FisherPrici* Pi vid Visii^n. 

Deborah Root is currently living on Hornby Island near Vancouver wh^-re she is 
writing a book on colonial myths in Canada. I ler writings on problems of 
politics and epistem^.j|ogy in colonial contexts have been published widely. 

Rina Ido Walcoll is a flyboy and a graduate student at the Ontario Institute for 
Studies in Education. 

Robin Wood has recently completed his third mnet, and still hopes tiial somebody, 
somewhere, will one day be interested in ptJhtisIdng his fiction. 

Fran Wang received a Masters Degree in Aesthetics from the Institute tor Christian 
^Uulies in Toronto, with a thesis tni (.let^rge l.ucas' SNir Weirs trilogy. 
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